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Number Seven 1981

THE BRIDGE

Journal of the
Danish American Heritage Society

A GREAT MANY AMERICANS are becoming aware of a need to
perpetuate their cultural heritage. Efforts by early immigrants to
blend into American society created a melting pot, often without
emphasis on cultural traditions. Second, third, and fourth
generation Americans of Danish and other ethnic descent recently
have discovered an interest in their intellectual, cultural, and social
heritage and are determined , at least in part, to retain it.

DANISH AMERICANS have a unique opportunity to participate
in two cultures. Yet, because of a rapid blending into American
society, few enjoy the completeness of this dual heritage of Danish
and American traditions. Fortunately, however, many individuals
from the present generation have discovered that their interest in
Danish culture is shared by others.

DANISH AMERICANS should understand the significance of
preserving the history found in the records and artifacts of Danish
immigrants. This history reflects the ideals, capabilities, and
traditions brought to the New World . Here it was blended with
contributions from immigrants of other nationalities into contemporary American life. It is important that Americans who have an
interest in the Danish cultural contribution to the United States
make an effort to preserve those customs and historical artifacts
for future generations.

Editorial Statement
It is worth noting that this is the seventh issue of The Bridge. Though it
appears that the Danish American Heritage Society has a promising future,
its survival must not be taken for granted. It is not a gift, rather a prize for
which we have to work. In recognition of this observation it seems
appropriate to lead off this issue with an article by Professor Otto G.
Hoiberg, The Immigrants Challenge To DAHS. Hoiberg states that " there
are
voices/challenges from our immigrant forbears which have
survived and ring loud and clear for us to-day." Four of these voices are
saying: Tell the story of the Danish immigrants, tell your own story (as an
immigrant of a post-immigrant), tell the story of the Danish American
communities, and lastly, add depth and breadth to your individual concept
of the Danish heritage. These challenges we accept.
Frederick Hale in his article, Rasmus Sorensen and Danish Emigration, 1847
- 1863, contends that Rasmus S</>rensen deserves to be called the father of
Danish emigration; and as he details the life and thoughts of this tireless
man it would be hard to disagree.
Marion Marzolf's The Danish-Language Press in America is a reprint of an
article that appeared in Norwegian-American Studies, Volume 28, 1979. It
deals largely with Den Danske Pioneer and its early editor, Sophus Neble.
Many Danish immigrant homes found the Americanization process easier
and life away from their homeland sustained by the weekly visit of
Pioneeren. Professor Marzolf has captured the spirit of Dan Danske
Pioneer and its intrepid editor.
Danes and Danish on the Great Plains: Some Sociolinguistic Aspects,
Donald K. Watkins tells us what happened to the Danish language among
the immigrant population and why it took place. Though many have been,
and some still are, disappointed that the Danish language is not being
preserved into the third and further generations, Professor Watkin' s article
may make us feel better.

If we are to select th e most widely known Dane, it would have to be Hans
Christian Andersen. His tales have been translated and told around the
world - but to capture their full flavor and meaning the translations have to
be done with great skill . In Hans Christian Andersen: A Danish-American
Perspective, Inga Kromann-Kelly tells us why.
Art Among Danes In America by Aase Bak may come as a surprise to some,
but the record would seem to support her observations and conclusions.
However, we suspect that there is still more to be said.
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Among the Danish immigrants there were many (in fact most) whose lives
have gone unnoticed in the record . They, too, lived interesting and useful
lives, and made significant contributions to the new society on this side of
the Atlantic. Once in awhile a fortuitous circumstance will provide a
glimpse into the life of one of these. This was the case with Chris
Overgaard. We are glad that Ole Overgaard looked at the map of Arizona
as he and his family planned their trip to the U.S.A., otherwise it is hardly
likely that there would have been anything in the record about
Chris Overgaard.
We are pleased that Nadia Christensen has again favored us with
translations of two poems - this time by the modern, Danish poet,
Marianne Larsen. We conclude this issue with some Book Reviews. Several
members have expressed interest in an expansion of this feature, which we
hope to accommodate.
******* ** * * * * ******* * * ***** * * *** * *** * ***

We continue to seek material for publication . An overall guideline as to be
the kind of material is indicated by what has been published in The Bridge
to date. However, we hasten to add that the possibilities are by no means
exhausted . Following are some minimal guidelines:
Material submitted should be in harmony with the goals and
objectives of the Danish American Heritage Society, with special
emphasis on material contributing to the exploration and
understanding of the Danish immigrant experience.
Articles should be 300<U,(){)() words in length, however, shorter or
longer articles will not be excluded per se. All material should be
typed and double-spaced.
Both scholarly and popular articles, as well as memoirs and
reminisences, are encouraged .
·
Reviews of articles and books should contain pertinent
bibliographic information which would enable readers to find the
material reviewed .
Contributors should submit a biographical statement of 100-200
words from which a brief identifying paragraph can be written .
Arnold N. Bodtker, 29672 Dane Lane
Junction City, Oregon 97448
.. . President and Editor
Gerald Rasmussen, 29681 Dane Lane
Junction City, Oregon 97 448 _.
. Vice President
Karen McCumsey, 410 Laurel
Junction City, Oregon 97448 ...... . . . . .. .. . . .. ...... ... Secretary
Egon Bodtker, 1132 Newport Drive
Salem , Oregon 97302
.. Treasurer
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The Immigrant's Challenge To DAHS 1
By Otto G. Hoiberg

During the half century preceding World War I, 300,000 Danish
immigrants came to America, according to an estimate by Kristian Hvidt.
Why did they come? Among many reasons, the Homestead Act of 1862
certainly stands out prominently. To the small-acreage farmers and the
hired men in Danish agriculture, 160 acres of free, fertile land looked
mighty inviting. Enthusiasm for migration was also generated by the
glowing " Garden of Eden" advertising campaign conducted by America's
railroads - a worthy prototype for today's Madison Avenue. Further, there
were the so-called " America Letters", received from relatives and friends
already across the Atlantic, extrolling the virtues of the new Land of
Opportunity. To be sure, these letters did not disregard negative features
such as grasshoppers and drought; but the pros far outweighed the cons.
For these and many other reasons they came; and they came to stay, to
establish homes, and to live! They entered farming, business, industry and
the professions, as well as the common labor market. They founded
communities (known in early days as " colonies" ), churches, lodges,
newspapers, recreational programs, cultural associations, and most other
elements of the good life.
Implicit in all this was a faith in the future and a desire to build their
new life in America on the cultural foundations brought along, deep in
their hearts, from Denmark. Although some aspired to become "instant
Americans " by abruptly severing all ties with their land of origin, most of
them presumably had a fairly strong desire to retain their deeply valued
culture traits from Denmark and build them into their way of I ife here - not
unlike most other ethnic groups from abroad .
When they had settled down to life in the new land - their immediate
transitional needs having been met - they began in earnest to plan for the
future, not only for themselves, but also for their children and later
generations to come. At this juncture, a question arose: " What shall we try
to retain from our Danish heritage?"
In those days, there was fairly strong consensus that preservation of the
Danish language (" modersmaalet" ) was essential to the transmittal and
retention of the basic values of the Danish heritage. Perhaps the most
forceful statement of this belief was made by Holger Begtrup in his Danish
book entitled My Visit to America, published about half a century ago .
Begtrup contended that it would be impossible for Danish immigrants to
transmit their deeper spiritual values to their children in any language
except the Danish; and he prophesied that congregational life would
certainly wither on the vine if it had to be carried on in the English
language.
Although the language mandate, as Begtrup conceived it, has long
-1-

since vanished from the scene, there are other voices/challenges from our
immigrant forebears which have survived and ring loud and clear for us
today. I should like to mention four of these and attempt a brief status
report on each.
·
First, an immigrant voice from the past implores us to tell fully the
story of Danish immigrants on American soil. On the whole, our postimmigrant generations have responded to this challenge in a rather
respectable manner. Among examples of such responses are the following:
the DIAL and other archival work at Grand View College; the Lauritz
Melchior Room and related features at Dana College; articles in profusion
published in The Bridge, Scandinavian Review, Kirke og Folk, and other
periodicals; Thorvald Hansen's recent translation of the pioneer Pastor
Bodholdt's Frontier Days on the Prairie; Enok Mortensen 's A Danish
Boyhood; John Davis' The Danish Texans; and oral history research
projects on many fronts .
Further, a number of mini-archives and museums are taking shape in
local communities and congregations here and there. In connection with
such developments, Roger Welsch (folklorist at the University of NebraskaLincoln) has written a penetrating little article on museums and the " dead
things". He suggests that the traditional type of museum which consists of
a collection of "dead things" such as pots, pans, tools, and clothing should
be enriched through efforts to convey the context and meaning of these
things: add period-music and dialogue to a log cabin display; and let people
taste cebleskiver, not just look at the pan.
It's good to know that our efforts to tell the story of the DanishAmerican immigrant is strongly undergirded by activities of the Danes,
themselves. Witness the Danish-American archives in Denmark, the
research of Kristian Hvidt, and the interest of Erik Pedersen, a University of
Copenhagen historian, in studying how the immigrants endeavored to
combine their Danish-learned practices with American methods.
A second voice from the past cries out to us: " Tell your own story, you
people of the post-immigrant generations! " In meeting this challenge, we
really haven't been doing too well. It is a known fact that the assimilation
of ethnic groups - whether Danish, German, Czech, or whatever - is a
gradual process, not a process which ends abruptly with the demise of the
immigrant generation.
There are literally thousands of fascinating, untold life histories of postimmigrant Danish-Americans which could and should be made a matter of
record. Our tendency is to think: "My own personal life history would not
be of interest to others. There is nothing particularly unusual or
spectacular about my life story; and even if I did take the trouble to write
it, who would read it, much less publish it? "
Well, it doesn't necessarily need to appear in print or attract national
attention . Just get it down on paper and into archives somewhere to be
preserved for researchers, writers, speakers, or genealogy buffs who might
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just care about your personal narrative and who might possibly combine it
with others to produce surprising results. Just let the narrative include your
personal adaptation, preservation, and utilization of Danish culture traits:
how these traits have benefitted or been an obstacle to you along life's
road, and what you may have done to build these traits into the American
culture pattern (for example, by active participation in the newly organized
Folk School Association of America).
A number of post-immigrant-generation life histories and vignettes
have already been written : Johannes Knudsen's Roots; A. C. Nielsen's Life
in an American Denmark; Erling Duus' Danish-American Journey; Sophus
Winther's trilogy; Julia McDonald's Petra; the Strandskov book; and
numerous biographical articles in Scandinavian-oriented periodicals.
However, there is a tremendous, relatively untouched and unexplored
reservoir of bio-data awaiting development.
A third mandate from the past is this: tell the story of Danish-American
communities, congregations, and social institutions as these have
developed over the years. Yes, we've done quite well so far: Enok
Mortensen's The Danish Lutheran Church in America, 75 Years at Danebod,
Schools for Life, and Stories from Our Church; Thorvald Hansen's We Laid
Foundation Here, The Story of Luther Memorial, and School in the Woods;
Johannes Knudsen's The Formation of the LCA; Christensen's history of
Dana College; and many "centennial" histories of our communities and
congregations.
For those communities and congregations which have not yet written
their histories, the advice is to " get on the stick! " It is sometimes difficult
to get started, but the task becomes psychologically lighter and more
interesting as you proceed . For those who already have the job done, it is
imperative to keep adding current materials as time goes on. Remember:
the conclusion of one century is merely the beginning of another. Also,
keep in mind that it is important to include your failures and
disappointments, as well as your successes. We can learn, not only from a
congregation that is still going strong after 100 years, but also from the
"Epitaph" written many years ago at the death of a small midwestern
church which had refused to yield on the Danish language question and
hence passed into oblivion with the hard-nosed Danish elders who refused
to tolerate English (and inadvertently their young people) in their
sanctuary.
The fourth challenge is a personal one, directed to each and every one
of us: do what you can to add depth and breadth to your individual
concept of the Danish heritage. I heard a story recently about a person
who had discarded a time-worn Gutenberg Bible, first because of its
condition and, second, because "some character by the name of Martin
Luther had scribbled all over it." The not-so-subtle message here is that
one's concept of social heritage occasionally is a bit shallow.
Danish Americans, of course, vary greatly in this respect. Some think of
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their Danish heritage largely at the emotional/nostalgic level: " Julenisser"
(Christmas gnomes), "risengr<J>d" (rice pudding), and " ~bleskiver" (sometimes referred to as "baseball pancakes"). For others, the heritage
encompasses not only such emotional/nostalgic features, but also
intellectual/philosphical/religious and other cultural values: Carl Nielsen,
Bertel Thorvaldsen, Hans Christian Andersen, Niels Bohr, S<t>ren
Kierkegaard, N.F.S. Grundtvig, the folk school concept, etc.
In this connection it is important to remember that contemporary
Denmark is as much a part of our heritage as Denmark past, the Denmark
our immigrant forebears left behind. Most of us can respond with some
semblance of intelligence to questions asked by non-Danes about notable
Danes of yore; but many of us must hang our heads in shame (or artfully
seek to change the subject) when requested to name a few prominent
contemporary Danish authors, painters, sculptors, architects, scientists,
theologians, or political leaders. We all know about lb Andersen, once he
has joined the New York City Ballet; but if he had chosen to remain on the
stage of the Royal Theater in Copenhagen, he probably would have passed
us by, unnoticed.
We are proud of our Viking heritage of 1000 years ago; but let us never
forget that a modern version of the Viking spirit I ives on to this very day.
Who can forget the heroic work of the Danish underground in smuggling
Jews across dangerous waters to Sweden during World War 11? And mark
this: just a few weeks ago, several officials of the Danish Foreign Ministry
quietly went to the Danish Island of Bornholm, just off the Polish coast, to
compile a list of lodging accommodations which could be made available
for the world press in case of a Soviet invasion of Poland. Lt. Gen. Lind,
commander of the Baltic approaches to Denmark, has said that any
Warsaw Pact warship which follows a refugee ship into Danish waters will
be rebuffed . At any time refugees enter Danish waters, they will be
accepted by Denmark.
This represents a serious facet of the Viking spirit in modern Denmark;
but the Danes have also succeeded in retaining some of the good ol ' Viking
humor. While viewing the front of the Danish parliament building in
Copenhagen last year, we were informed that two sculptured faces with
exeedingly sad expressions represented the Danish taxpayers.
The four mandates/c hallenges which I have tried to sketch are all well
articulated in the established goals of DAHS. Let us continue our efforts to
respond to them in a forceful, positive manner.
Denmark, historically as well as in today's troubled world, is worthy of
careful study and attention by all democratically oriented countries; and
even the authoritarian police states might learn a little about the good life
by casting a furtive glance in that direction . This, of course, is particularly
true for us who claim a personal interest in the values of that lovely little,
yet culturally powerful , land.
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FOOTNOTE
1.

Abridged version of an address delivered at the Pacific Northwest Danish Cultural Conference,
Menucha Retreat and Conference Center, Corbett, Oregon , June 26 , 1981.

Otto G. Hoiberg is Emeritus Professor of Sociology and Community Deuelopment , Uniuersity of Nebraska Lincoln, and a second-generation American of Danish descent . He resides in Lincoln , Nebraska . His article
Some Thoughts On Acculturation , appeared in The Bridge, Number One , May , 1978.
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Rasmus Serensen and
Danish Emigration, 1847-1863
By Frederick Hale
Probably no individual played a more seminal role in the limited
Danish emigration to North America before and during the Civil War than
Rasmus S<f>rensen. From the late 1840s until the early 1860s this author,
educator, politician, and social reformer led three groups of his
countrymen to Wisconsin and, through numerous booklets, speeches, and
letters encouraged others to settle elsewhere in the United States and
Canada. Yet S<i>rensen has generally been little more than a supernumerary
in the historiography of this transatlantic migration. Its pioneering
historian, Peter S<f>rensen Vig, devoted twelve pages to him in his
mammoth compendium.1 a dozen more than John Bille allowed him in his
disjoint narrative of 1896. 2 Arne Hall Jensen described S<f>rensen's life in
two paragraphs in 1937, giving various biographical details without
interpreting their significance.3 There is little to indicate that the recent
revival of interest in the Danish-American field will reverse thi s long
tradition of neglect. In his monumental study of emigration from Denmark,
Kristian Hvidt relates his activities in a scant paragraph, perhaps justifiably,
because S<f>rensen's lifespan fell completely outside Hvidt's chronological
framework.•
It is my intention in the present article to begin to fill this lacuna by
introducing S<f>rensen to students of Danish immigrant history. After briefly
chronicling his career in Denmark and the factors that forced Danes to
leave their native land, I shall examine in some detail his efforts to
stimulate and channel that emigration, paying special attention to his most
salient pub I ications from the 1850s and 1860s.
S<f>rensen was born to peasant parents at Jelling near Vejle in Jutland in
1799·_ At age nineteen he graduated with top marks from a pedagogic al
seminary in Vesterborg and began a career as a teacher that took him
successively from Aarhus to the island of Loll and and finally to Vensl<f>v on
Zealand. S<i>rensen also developed a passionate interest in social reform
and began to travel extensively, campaigning for the abolition of
indentured servitude, church rates, and other burdens on the poor. He also
advocated the establishment of public schools for farmboys whom
Denmark's developing educational system often overlooked. An
indefatigable speaker, S<f>rensen espoused separation of church and state
and defended the pietistic conventicles which many privileged clergymen
opposed as perceived threats to the nation's religious unity and stability.
The Danish peasantry was caught in constricting straits as the
nineteenth century unfolded. Owing partly to improvements in medical
care, the population of Denmark rose from approximately 900,000 in 1800
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to nearly 1,300,000 in 1840 and over 1,600,000 in 1860. With much of its
43,000 square kilometers firmly in the hands of wealthy landlords, the
nation's impoverished smallholders and landless peasants had little
prospect of improving their lot. Moreover, the industrial revolution did not
begin to provide employment for significant numbers of dispossessed
Danes before the 1860s. As elsewhere in Europe, many Danes were
squeezed between a demographic explosion and economic stagnation .
Against this background of rapid population growth which none of the
Scandinavian national economies could accommodate, Nordic emigration
began to gain momentum in the 1840s. Wisconsin, admitted to the Union
in 1848, became a favorite destination . Norwegian settlements soon dotted
its southeastern counties, quickly giving rise to an active Scandinavian
immigrant press and vigorous Lutheran congregations that served both the
religious and social needs of these newcomers. Fewer Swedes settled in the
region, but they made their presence felt at Pine Lake, where Gustaf
Unonius gathered a Swedish Episcopal church, and a handful of other
locales. Danes also trickled into Wisconsin . One of the first decidedly
Danish communities was Hartland in Waukesha County, founded in 1846.
Racine could boast a tiny nucleus of Danish newcomers before the end of
the decade, while others found homes in New Denmark (now simply
Denmark) and elsewhere near Green Bay. These settlements, interspersed
with other Scandinavian immigrants as well as migrants from the eastern
states, eventually became the eastern end of a loosely defined " Danish
belt" that spread westward into Nebraska.
Laurits Jacob Fribert (1808-1863), a lawyer from Copenhagen, played a
key role in publicizing Wisconsin in Scandinavia. In 1843 he left a
promising career in the Danish capital to become a farmer in Waukesha
County and was highly imp_ressed by the opportunities the state offered
indigent newcomers. Fribert returned to Scandinavia briefly in 1846 and
the following year published in Christiania (since 1925 called Oslo) his
Haandbog for Emigranter til Amerikas Vest [Manual for Emigrants to the
American West], the first Danish immigrant book about the United States.
In this slender volume he en"thusiastically described the region now known
as the Upper Midwest as a haven for Scandinavians in search of
inexpensive land and declared succinctly that " everyone should come to
Wisconsin! "
To S<brensen, then approaching fifty and weary after a quarter century
of struggle that had yielded only meager tangible results for the Danish
peasantry, Fribert's promising treatise seemed to offer a new lease on I ife.
It confirmed equally enthusiastic reports from his oldest son, Martin, who
had emigrated to Wisconsin in 1844 and was studying theology at a
seminary in Nashotah. The future Badger State appeared to offer nearly
everything for which S<brensen had long campaigned while lacking most of
the burdens then oppressing rural Danes. Apparently feeling called to
propagate Fribert's providential gospel of Wisconsin as a paradise for
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Nordic immigrants, he wrote in March, 1847 a sixteen-page synopsis of it
cumbersomely titled Om de udvandrede Nordm.ends Tilstand i
Nordamerika, og hvorfor det vilde v.ere gavnlig, om endeel danske B6nder
og Haandv.erkere udvandrede ligeledes, og bosatte sig sammesteds [On the
Norwegian Emigrants' Condition in North America, and Why It Would Be
Advantageous If Some Danish Farmers and Artisans Likewise Emigrated
and Settled in the Same Place]. 5
Sc;i>rensen's rhetoric in this booklet, the first of several he wrote to
encourage emigration to North America, resonated well with the
dissatisfaction and aspirations of like-minded Danes. Whereas the demand
for fertile land had long outstripped the supply in Denmark, federally owned property could be purchased in the United States for $1 .25 an acre.
Sc;i>rensen assured farmers who struggled to eke out a living in the sandiest
parts of Jutland a fifteen to twenty-fold return on the wheat they would
sow in Wisconsin's rich soil. Indeed, he reasoned, in some cases they might
reap a thirty-fold return, since they had more experience in agriculture than
did immigrants from mountainous Norway. Housing was woefully
inadequate for many rural Danes, especially the tyende, or landless
peasants, but on the American frontier any pioneer could erect an
adequate log cabin for a mere twelve dollars. The unemployed could take
heart in the prospect of earning a dollar a day plus room and board as
farmhands. They may even have believed Sc;i>rensen' s sincere but
unfounded assertion that " anyone can support himself and his family by
working only three days a week, if he so chooses ."
The Danish social reformer placed special emphasis on features of
American I ife that appeared to transcend the inequalities that inhered in
the monarchical absolutism of his homeland. He assured prospective
emigrants that in contrast to Denmark, the United States did not have a
class of haughty bureaucrats dominating the commoners, who elected
their own officials from the township level to the Presidency. Moreover,
Sc;i>rensen declared optimistically, Americans " pay practically no taxes or
fees, except for their own roads and fences , as well as for the school system
and other things that are absolutely necessary for their economic and
mental progress ." This lay preacher took especial delight in the
Constitutional guarantee of religious freedom. In accord with the popular
anticlericalism already at that time evident in Denmark, he announced
that in the United States mandatory tithing to support the church and
clergy did not exist. Furthermore, congregations called their own pastors
and determined their salaries rather than passively accepting royally
appointed civil servants as their spiritual leaders. As a teacher and longtime advocate of improved schools for the peasantry, Sc;i>rensen found it
appealling that " that which is paid little attention in Denmark, namely
education and learning for the farming class, " had begun to proliferate in
Wisconsin , where "the father often goes to school and is taught along with
his sons. "
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In addition to praising the supposed glories of a territory he had not yet
seen, S¢rensen devoted several pages to attacking popular prejudices
against emigration. The loss of Norway to Sweden in 1814 and strained
relations with the German Confederation over the question of Holstein and
Schleswig had fanned the flames of nationalism in Denmark. To many
patriotic Danes, emigration from their truncated kingdom seemed
tantamount to treason . Not so to S¢rensen. Appealling to his readers'
national pride, he argued that many of their forefathers had rejected
domestic servitude on the farms of their wealthier neighbors; "they
emigrated as Vikings and with the sword gained for themselves a home
elsewhere." Far from embarrassing the fatherland by emigrating in despair,
contemporary Danes could alleviate Denmark's burden of unabsorbed
population and unemployment by sailing to America, S¢rensen contended .
Indeed, he reasoned, they could emulate English, German, and French
emigrants and glorify their native land if they would settle in the United
States, "where they could preserve and propagate the true, spiritual
content of their patriotism . . . " S¢rensen concluded by announcing his
intention of emigrating to Wisconsin and invited compatriots from the
Danish peasantry to accompany him.
Twelve months later, however, the winds of democratic revolution that
spread from Paris to much of Europe reached Copenhagen and swept away
nearly two hundred years of absolutism. Frederik VI I remained on the
throne that he had ascended two months before, but his subjects received
a constitution quite liberal by the standards of that day. Moreover, the
Danish king gave S¢rensen, who had played a leading if moderate role in
the Copenhagen demonstrations, funds to open a school for farmhands
near Vejle. This fulfillment of the reformer's long-standing dream began to
function almost immediately with S¢rensen at the helm, but the outbreak
of the Three Years' War over Schleswig and Holstein in 1848 distracted
attention from it. The following year, S¢rensen was elected to the
Folketing, the lower house of the newly established Danish parliament, in
which he remained a representative until 1852. Weary of politics, however,
he then decided to follow his pledge to emigrate.
Sibrensen recorded his journey from Copenhagen to Wisconsin in great
detail in a seventy-page book pub I ished in the Danish capital in 1853. 6
Aided by a travel grant from the Danish monarch, S¢rensen, his wife, and
four youngest daughters left Copenhagen on 12 April 1852. Since there was
not yet any regular shipping service between Denmark and North America,
they and a handful of other Danes who accompanied them were
compelled to swallow whatever anti-German sentiments the recent war
may have aroused in them and sail to Kiel. From there they travelled by rail
to Altona on the Elbe and continued by cab into the free city of Hamburg,
then a major port of embarcation for emigrants from much of northern and
central Europe. S¢rensen quoted other Danes as professing that "Hamburg
is the worst city in the world for separating people from their money" but
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conceded that the emigrants would have been exploited no less had they
sailed via Copenhagen. Indeed, such anti-German outbursts seem to have
embarrassed S<f,rensen, who perceived in nationalist fervor one root of
Denmark's woes. In the ethnically mixed cities of Kiel and Altona, he
noted, "we did not experience the slightest hostility against us as Danes; on
the contrary, both at the stations and on the trains everyone was very
courteous to us .... " ' His toleration, we shall see, proved invaluable in the
United States.
The stipend from Frederik VI I allowed the Scf,rensen family to book a
first-class cabin on the Washington, one of Robert Sloman's new sailing
vessels that plied between Hamburg and New York. Their privileged status
on board spared them from the tribulations of steerage which most
passengers had to endure for at least six weeks before sails yielded to
steam power in the 1860s and 1870s. The sympathetic Scf,rensen described
graphically conditions below decks: "It looked miserable and foul with
vomiting, filth, stench, and suffering people, some of whom lay half dead
in their berths or on the floor, among sprawling chests, overturned
chamberpots, and full food dishes, without being able to remove the
surrounding mess that did not exactly have the odor of roses." Altercations
between passengers, a recurrent theme in the first " America letters" of
countless Danish and other transatlantic passengers, added to the misery.
The peace-loving Scf,rensen related how he defused one potential incident
when Germans and Danes on the Washington heightened tensions by
taunting each other with martial songs popular during their recent war.
Midway through the stiflingly boring journey, when morale reached its
nadir, he began to question his decision to emigrate, engaging in the kind
of second-guessing that undoubtedly plagued many other expatriates.
Doubting his ability to learn English, Scf,rensen suspected that he would
never be able to express himself adequately in that language and thus be
only a burden in his adopted land . Eventually, however, he overcame his
apprehensions and became an enthusiastic advocate of linguistic
assimilation in Wisconsin .
The 199 passengers on the Washington finally debarked in New York on
10 June 1852 after eight weeks at sea. Initial experiences in that metropolis,
which already boasted more than half a million inhabitants, proved
harrowing to many. Even though the passengers had been forewarned
about " runners" - the exploiting agents of various New York boarding
houses, money changers, and the like who offered their services to gullible
newcomers - many were still cheated . Scf,rensen sought to spare Danes who
followed in his wake from what he called " the pack of scoundrels" by
including the names of honest agents .• Nevertheless, Danish immigrants
were at the mercy of the city until 1878 when Rasmus Anderson
(1848-1930), a Lutheran pastor who had arrived in the United States in 1871,
began his long-term mission to newcomers and sailors from Denmark in
New York .9
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S¢rensen's first impressions of that city were by no means completely
negative. Like countless other Europeans, he described American
plumbing, gas lights, sewing machines, skyscrapers, and other innovations
with nearly childlike fascination . In contrast to many Scandinavians who
arrived later, S¢rensen saw in New York's streets " the most beautiful treeshaded boulevards" trafficked by " the most delightful omnibusses." The
distribution of bilingual Bibles and New Testaments to Nordic immigrants
on the Bethel mission ship especially impressed this churchman . Still, his
destination remained Wisconsin, and after visiting several other Danes in
New York he booked passage to Milwaukee for his family at a cost of
seven dollars for each adult and half that amount for each of the two
daughters under age twelve. The itinerary pieced together for the
S¢rensens included taking a steamer up the Hudson River to Albany,
boarding the Erie Railroad to Dunkirk on Lake Erie, sailing to Detroit,
continuing by rail to Chicago, and once again embarking on a steamer for
the last seven hours of the journey, reaching Milwaukee in mid-June.
Having arrived in Wisconsin, S¢rensen could finally evaluate at first
hand conditions for immigrants in that state. Three of the lads who had
accompanied him soon returned to Chicago and Dunkirk, where they had
been offered jobs paying a dollar a day, a wage corresponding to what he
and Fribert had promised. Another trio remained in Wisconsin as
farmhands and earned six to eight dollars a month in addition to room and
board . This matched ·what Fribert had assured Scandinavians they would
receive in winter but fell short of the ten to fifteen dollars he had claimed
was the minimum wage for rural laborers during the summer months.10 The
Norwegians who had _come to Wisconsin six or eight years earlier, S¢rensen
discovered, had generally made noteworthy economic progress, although
their labors to gain a firm foothold on the frontier had been arduous. Yet
the inevitability of exhausting work did not prevent him from encouraging
readers in Denmark to join him and put the skills they had acquired on
farms there to more productive and remunerative work in rapidly
mechanizing America.11
S¢renson settled initially in Ashippun Township, Washington County,
where he served as the lay reader for a Norwegian Episcopal church. In this
capacity he conducted worship services on Sunday mornings and
catechised the youth of the congregation in the afternoons. His ordained
son visited the church occasionally to administer the sacraments, officiate
at weddings, and conduct other clerical business . In addition to farming,
the indefatigable layman resumed his former occupation as a rural school
teacher for both Scandinavian and "Yankee" children in the vicinity, a task
to which he had once looked forward with trepidation. " It's the foreign
language that I fear," he conceded. 12 Tutoring by his son gave him a
measure of confidence, but two and a half years later S¢rensen lamented
that " for us older folks trying to speak English is about like breaking
through a wall. " His consolation lay in the fact that " all of the children
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learn it with the most amazing speed ." 13 He also travelled extensively in
Wisconsin and briefly edited a monthly journal cumbersomely titled
Organ for Religion, Land6konomie og Politik [Journal of Religion,
Agriculture, and Politics] which folded after five issues.
S¢rensen 's long campaign for public education in Denmark led him to
praise certain aspects of the American school system . Wisconsin's use of
revenue from public lands for educational and other social purposes
particularly impressed him, and in 1855 he described in detail how
specially designated school funds were used to underwrite half of each
teacher's salary and cover the expense of building and maintaining
facilities. 1 • SQ')rensen was especially pleased that all of the books in their
steadily growing libraries were in English. His emphasis on the desirability
of rapid assimilation meshed well with the attitudes of the few Danes who
expressed opinions on the subject before the Civil War. Forming only small
minorities in most areas and generally lacking distinctively Danish
churches, newspapers, or other vehicles of ethnic cultural retention, they
found it realistic to adapt willingly to the dominant ways of the new land.
In 1858 S¢rensen became embroiled in a controversy in a Norwegian
newspaper published in Madison, Wisconsin involving Scandinavian
immigrant assimilation and education. Culturally and theologically
conservative Lutherans from Norway had organized in the early 1850s the
Norwegian Synod, for decades the largest denomination among
Norwegian-Americans. Its leaders occasionally attacked the American
public educational system as " godless" and began to organize parochial
schools in which Norwegian served as the language of instruction.
Consistent with his campaign to promote peasant education in Denmark,
S¢rensen defended the budding American system and praised its architects
for ensuring its financial underpinnings by setting aside public lands for
that purpose. He encouraged immigrant parents to enroll their children, for
isolating them from the English language would freeze them into secondclass citizenship or, in S¢rensen's words, " turn them into Norwegian
Indians in America." The fact that the pupils were not catechised in the
public schools did not disturb him. They served their purpose adequately,
he asserted, by imparting basic skills in reading and other subjects which
Christians needed to lead responsible lives. Religious instruction, SQ')rensen
believed, should be left primarily to the Sunday schools available to most
children .15
Adolph C. Preus, a leading pastor in the Synod who had migrated to
Wisconsin in 1850, vigorously defended the parochial schools on the
grounds that the public institutions were " in general as bad as they could
possibly be and still deserve to be called schools ." Their chief weakness, he
declared, was the incompetence of nearly all of their teachers .16 Unwilling
to accept this categorical denunciation of his profession, S¢rensen pressed
ahead with his crusade for public education, although its advocates did
not win a clear victory among Scandinavian immigrants for several
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decades. Indeed, later in the nineteenth century, when the number of
Danes in Wisconsin rose precipitously, Grundtvigian pastors sought to
develop a parochial school system for young Danes, but according to one
early historian of Danish immigration " less than one thousand Danish
children in this country have attended these schools long enough to
become biased along the line of Grundtvigian thought." 17
After approximately two and a half years in Wisconsin S</>rensen wrote
his Andet Brev til mine Venner og Bekjendte i Danmark [Second Letter to
My Friends and Acquaintances in Denmark], assuring them that conditions
in the New World still favored emigration . Having received a goodly
number of inquiries about the state, he found it necessary to present
information concerning its geography and economic prospects. Danes,
S</>rensen promised, would feel quite at home in Wisconsin. The
topography resembled that of their native land to some degree; indeed,
" all the area surrounding Lake Winnebago so completely resembles that of
Lake Skanderborg [some twenty kilometers southwest of Aarhus] that I fall
into the greatest amazement by seeing my native country's most beautiful
area magnified here several times ." Even the climate could be compared
to that of Denmark, he noted, quickly admitting that Wisconsin summers
were warmer while from November through March " the cold is more
intense and noticeable than in Denmark, but there is plenty of forest to
provide wood and warmth during the winter. " For agriculture, S</>rensen
declared, the state was unsurpassed. Its clay and sand soil yielded harvests
matching or surpassing his expectations, and except in a few swampy areas
ditching was not required . Commodity and livestock prices (e.g., barley or
ry,e for seventy to ninety cents a bushel or a weaned foal for fifty dollars)
presumably raised his hopes of rapid prosperity. To be sure, they
plummeted during the Panic of 1857, which S</>rensen could hardly have
predicted. The same can in retrospect be said of wages, which he
optimistically gave as varying from $100-200 annually plus room and board
for farmhands and a dollar to a dollar and a half daily for artisans .
S</>rensen cautioned prospective emigrants, however, to count on spending
at least forty dollars annually on their wardrobes and laundry expenses,
since " the young people here wear expensive, elegant clothing." 18
The progress that Danish immigrants had made in Wisconsin and the
belief that others could emulate them caused the usually modest S</>rensen
to boast about his role in prompting them to leave their native land. " All of
these Danes emigrated from Denmark, where they belonged to the
indigent rural working class, because of what they read in my booklets
about conditions here ... ," he wrote. None of them, he asserted plausibly,
could have purchased and fully paid for even simple farms in their own
country. In America they owned not only productive acreages, but also
houses nearly palatial by peasant standards. To S</>rensen, however, the
greatest difference from European housing was that in the New World " the
man in his log cabin is his own king and master, and the forest in which he
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chops wood is his alone." 19 Once again the historian can hear the call of
the Danish social reformer behind the printed word .
Scbrensen never categorically portrayed Americans as exemplary
models whom Danes should emulate or pariahs to be shunned. Their
ambition constantly caught his attention, though, and he informed readers
about this supposeedly universal trait. " The great principle that drives the
wheels of the world's economy, and nowhere more clearly or more
temptingly than in America, goes like this in the language of the
Americans: 'Get money, honestly if you can, but - get money! "
Surprisingly, Scbrensen did not explicitly condemn this crass materialism at
the time. He promised, however, to analyze its consequences in a later
booklet covering political, religious, and economic life. Unfortunately, that
sequel was apparently never written, or in any case never published,
possibly owing to the Panic of 1857. In his booklet of 1855 he boasted that
Wisconsin already had its share of millionaires and that such luxuries as
sugar, tea, and coffee were consumed much more profusely there than in
Denmark. Yet Scbrensen also lauded frontier equality. " I do not know a
single farmer here," he wrote passionately, " who does not toil along with
his hired help in all aspects of his farming." In short, social egalitarianism
tempered what initially seemed little more than unbridled greed, providing
a ladder of social advancement for hard-working newcomers. Skilled
rhetorician that he was, Scbrensen did not neglect to mention that
" Englishmen, Scotsmen, Irish, Germans, Frenchmen, and even Norwegians
and Swedes" who had arrived in the Badger State without a cent had used
the opportunity to work their way up.2°
During the second half of the 1850s Scbrensen does not appear to have
encouraged emigration . The instability of the American economy
presumably dampened his enthusiasm , if not the need, in his view, for
relieving the demographic pressures on that of Denmark. He continued to
teach and improve his oldest son's farm in Dodge County, raising its value
from $200 to a sale price of $1000. Sc/)rensen and his wife then moved to a
village called Scandinavia in Waupaca County, an area which then
numbered only a handful of other Danes . He bought nine acres of land at
ten dollars an acre but nowhere disclosed what use he made of this plot. 21
In any case, the return of prosperity at the end of the 1850s revived his
interest in promoting Danish settlement in Wisconsin, and the sparsely
populated area around Waupaca offered a new frontier.
Precisely then, however, the American sectional crisis finally reached
its breaking point. The election of Lincoln to the Presidency triggered the
wave of secessions that led to the outbreak of the Civil War in April , 1861 .
Later that year the recently widowed Sc/)rensen returned briefly to
Denmark, reaching Copenhagen in a mere eighteen days, to visit friends
and relatives and recruit prospective settlers. The bloodshed in the United
States deeply distressed the irenic reformer. Too ingenuous and realistic to
paper over the conflict between the states, he sought to delineate its
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causes in a lengthy speech delivered in the Danish capital. Sct,rensen's
analysis of the war, like his perception of American economic opportunity,
clearly reflects the Christian moral ism and understanding of society he had
gained in Denmark decades before. Sin and economic determinism, he
reasoned, were its twin causes. Serving Mammon, Southern plantation
owners had illegally imported slaves with British support long after traffic
in them had been outlawed on both sides of the Atlantic. Sct,rensen
described Afro-Americans as " lazy, impoverished, and completely sunken
into ignorance, crudeness, and immorality," but he employed nearly as
deprecating terms to portray their masters who, in contrast to the farmers
of Wisconsin , "regard it as beneath the dignity of their white color to work
with their hands alongside their black slaves . . . " Deeply indebted to
Northern creditors, they had seceded from the Union to avoid bankruptcy.
Respectable Northerners had welcomed the departure of the states whose
intractable defense of slavery had undermined the Union's integrity from
the outset. Lincoln and other Republicians, however, unwilling to allow the
South to secede without squaring its debts, had plunged the nation into a
major war by using military force to keep that region in the Union.
Northern capitalists were pulling out all the stops to preserve an artificial
national unity, including developing a war chest that allowed the
government to recruit soldiers and pay them relatively well. (Conscription
did not begin in the North until 1863.) The extent of this effort and the
Union's many inherent advantages doomed the Confederacy to defeat in
short order, he predicted .22
Disgust with the forces ostensibly motivating both sides did not prevent
Strensen from suggesting that Danes should still consider emigrating to
war-torn America and filling jobs that army recruits had abandoned.
Moreover, the willingness of some Wisconsinites to sell cleared land at
bargain prices in order to move farther west provided an opportunity for
immigrants with ready cash to acquire immediately productive farms.
Sct,rensen encouraged his audience to accompany him to Wisconsin, and in
April , 1862 150 did so. 23
Sct,rensen's 1862 speech in Copenhagen is also interesting and helps
illuminate his views of immigrant progress because in it he proudly
marshalled his sons and daughters as examples of successful DanishAmericans. In addition to the Episcopal minister who also served as the
clerk of Waupaca County, the sons included a farmer in Minnesota and a
merchant in Scandinavia, Wisconsin. One of his five daughters had married
a Dane and, against Sct,rensen's initial wishes, returned with him to
Copenhagen . The oldest daughter, who had emigrated before her parents,
had married a prosperous Norwegian-American miller, and another was
wed to a county official whom Sct,rensen identified as an " American ", i.e.,
one born in the United States. The fourth had become a teacher at the ripe
old age of fifteen and six years later was given a position at an institute for
training aspirants to that profession . The youngest, then fifteen years old,
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lived with one of her sisters. S</>rensen regarded the fortunes of his progeny
as ample evidence that God had blessed his decision to emigrate.24
After arriving in Wisconsin a second time, S</>rensen wrote a short
allegorical " parable" intended to combat prejudices against emigration. In
it he compared Denmark to a ship overloaded with a growing number of
bureaucrats and other human parasites who do not move a finger except to
pass new laws, issue new orders, and help themselves to the vessel ' s stores.
Because it is carrying more than it was designed to accommodate, the little
ship makes little or no headway, yet nobody is willing to leave it. That, the
officers announce, would be desertion of both the ship and its captain,
while the priests on board insist that it would mean abandoning both God
and the faith of the fathers . Finally the passengers sight on the western
horizon a magnificent new ship that offered employment to all
newcomers. The most articulate worker on the smaller vessel - perhaps a
reference to S</>rensen himself- arises and delivers a rousing address urging
the officers to save it by sending the excess passengers to the ship in the
west. His speech is met with disdain from the bridge but cheers from below
decks. When the captain and the " ship's council " fritter away time by
appointing a commission to investigate the matter, the impatient speaker
and his friends take the initiative and depart privately to the larger ship,
where they are well received. Yet few join them because the authorities on
the I ittle ship are preoccupied with transforming it for battle against a
nearby man-of-war. The metaphor would not have been lost on any reader
with a rudimentary awareness of the tension between Denmark and the
German Confederation .25
As an epilogue to this transparent " parable" S</>rensen related how the
Danes who accompanied him to the United States in 1862 had settled in
Michigan, Chicago and elsewhere in Illinois, and several parts of
Wisconsin . Wages were not especially high, he conceded, but employment
remained available for men and young women alike. Moreover, the former
rural reformer could now dangle before the eyes of land-hungry Danes the
prospect of free farms under the terms of the 1862 Homestead Act, 160
acre plots immense by Danish peasant standards.26
But the Civil War dragged on, and S</>rensen 's hopes of its quick
resolution were buried along with several hundred thousand Union and
Confederate casualties. Early in 1863 he escorted his third group of
emigrants to North America, this time taking them by way of Altona and
England to Quebec in an eleven-day North Atlantic crossing. They
continued on to Wisconsin , but Canada had favorably impressed S</>rensen ,
and after returning to Copenhagen later in 1863 he wrote a booklet posing
the question of whether it was more advantageous for emigrants to settle
in the British colony than in the United States. Both the war and what he
had seen of Canada prompted him to answer affirmatively. Materialistic
immigrants were easy prey for beguiling recruiting officers in the United
States who lured them with financial bribes into the interstate carnage, he
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charged. " This is a strong reason why I now recommend that my
countrymen emigrate to Canada, where they will be completely free of all
such shameful temptation." Furthermore, newcomers there qualified for
free land, as in the United States, and the Canadian economy was stable.
Immigration officials in Quebec and several other port cities, assured
S</>rensen, had Scandinavian-speaking aides to ease their arrival and assist
them in arranging transportation .27
With this booklet of 1863 S</>rensen appears to have concluded his
literary efforts to promote emigration to North America. He broached the
possibility of publishing a longer treatise on Canada with a map of the
colony but never did so. Having made two roundtrips to Wisconsin in the
early 1860s, the sixty-four old widower announced that he would remain in
Denmark for an unspecified period.2" Returning to old themes, S</>rensen
wrote several tendentious booklets about Danish religion and politics as
well as two concerning the Austro-Prussian invasion of Denmark.
Emigration seemed to have lost its urgency as Danes were preoccupied
with the loss of Schleswig, Holstein, and Lauenburg. He died in the Danish
capital in May, 1865.
S</>rensen's death prevented him from witnessing the mass migration of
Danes to North America in the late 1870s and 1880s, a movement he
undoubtedly would have found heartening as well as necessary for the
Danish economy. Yet he was also spared from viewing the difficulties that
countless immigrants experienced as the United States lurched through
alternating periods of prosperity and economic stagnation during and after
the Gilded Age. While many newcomers thrived in the New World as
S</>rensen had assured them they would, others could not cope with the
vicissitudes of life in their adopted land. Indeed, two of his own sons
committed suicide in 1867 and 1889. 29 Apart from the trauma of the Civil
War, S</>rensen apparently allowed his enthusiasm for the United States as
a solution to Danish poverty to limit his perception of the vexations many
immigrants would inescapably face.
Nevertheless, through his publications and selfless role in guiding three
groups of his countrymen to North America, S</>rensen played an
instrumental part in early Scandinavian emigration. Perhaps more than any
other Dane this social reformer and spirited advocate of peasants' rights
perceived that it provided a partial solution to the problems besetting
Denmark . Surely nobody deserves more than he to be called the father of
Danish emigration .
·
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The Danish-Language Press in America
By Marion Marzolf

By the time Sophus F. Neble, a journeyman printer from Stubbek<f>bing,
Denmark, emigrated in 1883 to seek his fortune in the farmlands of the
American Midwest, there was already a rudimentary Danish press tradition
in the United States. But at that point in his life, Neble little cared or even
knew much about it. He had thrown over his years of apprenticeship in the
printing trade for a dream of becoming a successful American dairy farmer
in order to win the hand of the young woman he loved.
Fate, however, had other plans, and Neble was to become one of the
most influential Danish immigrant editors, whose newspaper, Den Danske
Pioneer of Omaha, Nebraska, reached an estimated peak circulation of
nearly 40,000 just prior to World War I. 1
The Danes who emigrated to America in the mid-nineteenth century
took the first small steps toward establishing a press tradition . This stage in
the pre-Civil War period was one in which Danes combined efforts with
Norwegians and sometimes Swedes to publish small religious, political, or
general newspapers for their countrymen in New York City, Chicago, or in
the developing Scandinavian settlements of the Middle West, particularly
in Wisconsin and Minnesota.
The founding of Den Danske Pioneer in 1872, in Omaha, marks the start
of a second stage or "pioneer era" in Danish-American press history. This
newspaper and those to follow were written in Danish, by Danes, for
Danish Americans. During the two decades at the end of the nineteenth
century, when Scandinavian immigration was at its high point, newspapers
and magazines for Danes in the cities of New York, Chicago, Minneapolis,
and San Francisco. and in many rural communities - especially in
Wisconsin, Minnesota, Nebraska, Iowa, and California - sprang up
quickly. Many lasted only a few issues, but all that survived into the
twentieth century and the two remaining today, Bien of San Francisco and
Den Danske Pioneer, were founded in this era.
The Danish-language press passed through a third stage during the era
of 1900 to World War I. This was a time of rising circulation for the dozen
or so successful newspapers and a few magazines. It was also a time of
increased concern over Danish-American identity and patriotism,
sharpened by nativist pressures which increased during the war.
Following World War I, the press entered its last or " Americanization "
stage. Old and admired editors died; newspapers merged or disappeared .
Circulations dipped sharply after 1920 as production costs rose; quotas cut
down the supply of new immigrants, and the Danish Americans began to
be outnumbered by their second-and third-generation offspring. During this
time the newspapers covered less world and national news and expressed
concern for the group's loss of the Danish language and for its contribution
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to American culture. The surviving papers became ethnic community
publications uniting the Danish-American communities in a loosely knit
communications network across the nation from lodge and church groups
to other organizations and individuals interested in the Danish heritage.
The main thrust of the Danish experience in America has been toward
rapid acculturation and assimilation. Loss of the mother tongue by the
second generation, intermarriage into other groups, division within the
Lutheran church, plus several other church affiliations that attracted
Danish Americans, a tendency to spread out widely rather than to form
compact settlements, and the small size of the group - all contributed to
the disappearance of most Danes into mainstream American culture.
Compared to nearly 1.3 million Swedes and some 850,000 Norwegians, the
360,000 Danes who immigrated to America in the 150 years after 1820 is a
relatively small group.
Despite their numbers, the Danes had a vigorous immigrant press and
started nearly a hundred publications in their language in America,
including several religious papers and a few magazines. They served to
inform the newcomers - as did all immigrant publications - about the
new country, its life, laws, and customs; they also helped soften the
cultural shock of uprooting by keeping alive the immigrants' cultural ties
to the homeland and to the Danish language. In 1910 almost a third of the
Danish-born in America subscribed to one of the seven major DanishAmerican weekly papers, and by 1930 one fifth were still subscribers.
Today the figure is only about a tenth of the Danish-born taking the two
remaining papers with a combined circulation of about 7,000. 2
The evolutionary character of the Danish-American press can be seen
in all the publications that have lasted over several decades, but the largest
and most influential, Den Danske Pioneer, serves as an excellent example.
A veteran of Denmark's war with Prussia in 1864, and in America a
mule driver, carpenter, house builder, grocer, and politician, Mark Hansen
founded Den Danske Pioneer in the frontier town of Omaha, Nebraska, in
1872. It was to rival the newly emerged Republican paper for Danes,
Nebraska Skandinav. 3 Hansen bought out the opposition publication
within a few months and went on to build a reputation for Pioneer'en - as
it was most often called - as a scrappy, liberal weekly, sometimes tinged
with socialism in its early days. This was a characterization that was based
on Hansen's printing artides by Danish socialists and the paper's early
admiration of Louis Pio, founder of the Scoialist party in Denmark. Located
as it was in the heart of the Midwest settlement of Danish farmers and
craftsmen, the paper rapidly attracted readers, some of whom said they
read it despite its support of the Democrats on the editorial page.
Sophus Neble came to work for Hansen after a brief and unsuccessful
fling at farmwork in Wisconsin. His energy and business sense brought
order and efficiency to what was a typical frontier print shop that was
often at the mercy of itinerant printers with a love for liquor.4 In Mark
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Hansen, Neble found a friend and champion . Hansen pushed Neble into
taking charge of the shop, financed his house and furnishings, and
advanced him a ticket for his future bride. Then in 1887, Hansen sold Neble
the entire operation, thus putting the young couple into debt for several
years.5
Although Neble was burdened with debts throughout the 1880s and
1890s, he, his wife, and later his brothers, devoted tireless energy and
enthusiasm to the Pioneer. Circulation grew and so did the prestige of the
editor. His voice was that of a trusted friend to many Danish newcomers. In
his immigrant novel, Take All to Nebraska, Sophus K. Winter aptly caught
the influence of Neble and many other pioneer immigrant editors. He
wrote of a character in his book: " Sophus Neble in The Danish Pioneer had
written about a large Danish settlement at this town and had encouraged
new settlers to come there. That was all Peter Crimson had to guide him ." 6
That guidance sustained the Crimson family on the long ocean and rail
journey to Nebraska in America's heartland. The same duality that marked
the immigrants who came to settle and make their impact on this new land
without losing their love and fondness for the land of their birth
characterized the early Danish-American newspapers. Emphasis was
divided between Danish and American news. Advertisements for Danish
products and professional services ran next to those for American goods
and services. Of special interest in each paper was the news of small
Danish communities in the area - and elsewhere in the country.
During the last three decades of the nineteenth century, thirty-four
Danish and twenty-four Dano-Norwegian newspapers were started, but
only fifteen remained as the new century began .7 The Pioneer held its early
leadership against competition from a string of papers in Minneapolis, St.
Paul , Chicago, and Racine published by a Jutlander named Christian
Rasmussen, and from the two Lutheran church-affiliated newspapers,
Dannevirke and Danskeren, and from local papers such as Bien in San
Francisco, Revyen in Chicago, and Nordlyset in New York City.
The urban Danish-American papers more quickly became communityoriented than did the rural papers . A survey of the contents of the papers in
Chicago, New York, and San Francisco shows a strong community
orientation by the turn of the century, whereas it was a post-World War I
development for the rural press . Urbanites, of course, could obtain general
news from the popular and cheap mass newspapers, whereas the farmers
were more isolated and needed their foreign-language publication longer
as a primary source of information and news.•
In the " pioneer" era all these newspapers kept closely in touch with
events in Denmark, but only the Pioneer was such a sharp critic of the
conservative rule in late nineteenth-century Denmark that it got into
trouble. From their vantage point in America, Hansen and Neble
trumpeted the glory of individual liberty and freedom of speech which
they enjoyed in America and saw being eroded by Prime Minister Estrup
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and his cabinet. When the Danish pariament was sent home in 1885 and
Estrup began " provisional rule, " the Pioneer let fly with some of its most
acid commentary on the issues of 1885 and 1886. As a result, the Danish
government banned the Pioneer from Denmark, effective September,
1886. The ban lasted until 1898.9
Editorials in the Pioneer lambasted the King and Estrup for destroying
the old, I iberal Danish Constitution of 1849 and for constructing defense
works around the city of Copenhagen that the parliament had expressly
forbidden . The Pioneer said Denmark was headed back to absolute
monarchy. In a signed editorial in February, 1886, Neble suggested that the
people could no longer avoid revolution; indeed, "the government had
started it already." 10 The paper urged the Danes to bring justice back to
their country. Apparently, articles similar to this got the paper banned, but
the issues of the Pioneer containing them are not to be found today in the
government files on the case.11
After the ban, the Pioneer responded with an open letter to Estrup
telling "Danes with courage in their hearts to rise up and fight I ike old
Danish heroes for what was theirs" and offered the Pioneer's help in
bringing down this " whole terrible rubbish to its knees." 12
Neble, who had officially become the Pioneer's editor and publisher,
after the paper had been banned, carried on the battle. He succeeded in
smuggling his newspapers into Denmark inside envelopes, slipped into
other newspapers, or by means of a variety of new nameplates. His Danish
circulation actually grew during the 12-year ban, Neble said. When the
furor died down, liberal government emerged, and Neble set about
clearing the paper's name. With the aid of a lawyer in Denmark, the case
was re-examined and the ban lifted . It had apparently been illegal, anyway,
as the later interpretation was that only named issues should have been
banned. 13 In the meantime a. new press law had been introduced.
During the period of strife with Denmark, two common themes
emerged in Neble's editorials : American freedom and the dual love of
Danish Americans for their former and present homelands.
" We have taken part in the political movement [in Denmark] with all
the eagerness that benefits sons of a common mother, " Neble wrote. " We
tried to make it clear to our countrymen here what the political strife in the
fatherland is all about, with the result that we have claimed that the
Dnaish government was an enemy of the people. In asserting this truth, we
have been suppressed
silenced
banned
but Dan·es in America
who have been scorned by some of the 'greats' in Denmark and labeled
escaped criminals and adventurers are in reality some of Denmark's finest,
some of whom were driven away to free and happy societies because
Denmark denied that to them . Now, they watch in sorrow and fear the
goings on at home and the abridgment of free speech in Denmark," and
prize al I the more highly the freedom of speech in America.14
The Pioneer, although banned, continued to cover Danish affairs, and
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Neble himself clipped items from newspapers for inclusion in his Denmark
column . A lockout of union laborers from Danish factories in 1899 was a
story that especially interested the Pioneer editor. Readers raised over
$9,000 to send to families that were out of work for about four months.
Neble published all the names and contributions and often pointed out the
sacrifices made by ordinary Danish Americans of little income in order to
send a quarter or fifty cents to help out. 15
World affairs and American news shared the Pioneer's front page in the
1890s and news from the homeland was added during World War l. 16
Editorials, however, always emphasized American and world politics. Only
occasionally did they deal with Danish or Danish-American topics in the
1890s or thereafter. 17 Politically the Pioneer backed William Jennings
Bryan and Woodrow Wilson and critized McKinley and Republican big
business generally. By the end of the century, the paper contained eight
pages each week; the front page usually filled five to six columns of
American news and two to three columns of world news. Items from
Denmark filled a page inside and editorials covered four to five columns.
Danish-American settlement news sent in by correspondents occupied the
second page. The remainder of the paper carried additional foreign news,
letters, obituaries, local news, and a continued story. Advertising required
only about 18 percent of the total space; about half of the ads were for
Danish or Danish-American goods and services .18
The Pioneer secured a new press - a demonstration model - at the
Chicago Exposition in 1893, and Neb le kept two I inotypes and a staff of ten
men busy thereafter.19 Circulation reached about 20,000 by the end of the
century; three fourths of the papers went to farmers. Neble claimed
circulation in every state and territory, and Chicago was its largest urban
delivery area.20
,
The newspaper considered itself a friend of the common man, and
during the 1894 drought collected enough money to sustain 300 Danish
families in Nebraska, Kansas, Colorado, and South Dakota.2 1 Its column s
offered advice to newcomers on housing, land, and politics. Defending
America and Danish Americans was a recurrent theme in the Pioneer.
Danish newspapers and visitors still occasionally referred to emigrants as
uncultivated cast-offs and characterized America as the place for them.
Neble's reply was that Danes should not send their " spoiled sons expecting
to get rich overnight to American , but rather send the hard-working men
who could achieve what they never could in Denmark. " 22 In America a
farmer worker could earn $25 a month, he said, whether he spoke English
or not. In a few years he would be able to rent or buy his own farm .23 Danes
owned thousands of acres of well-cultivated land, he declared, and nine
out of ten of them had been poor farm workers in Denmark, where a
decade of work would still have given them nothing to show for it. 24
Neble found a "very freedom in the air one breathes" in America and
frequently commented on this condition and on the ability and energy of
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Americans, including immigrants. In the same editorials, he often indulged
in a sentimental rush of emotion for the old homeland. Danes " did not
forget their old land, come what may, " he said, even though America had
" given us the bread and freedom that our fatherland denied us." 25 Two
world wars gave Danish Americans the opportunity to show how
accurately Neble had characterized them . Their support with funds and
political influence on the Slesvig question and during the German
occupation of Denmark is well known .
The integrity and personal appeal of an editor like Sophus Neble
attracted many readers to his paper and made it great. When Henrik
Cavling, correspondent and later editor of Politiken in Copenhagen, toured
America in 1895, he praised the Pioneer especially and remarked that the
time was long past " when one can look down on these Danish-American
papers and their editors who accomplish their civilizing work under
difficult conditions." 26
During the early years of the twentieth century, in the third or
hyphenated phase, Neble and other immigrant leaders began to feel more
confident about their own ethnic identity and encouraged cultural
exchange between Denmark and America. Established Danish-American
papers were doing well in this period, but it was not a good time to begin a
new publication . Of the nine Danish-American newspapers founded during
the first two decades of the century, most died within a year. Older papers
were thriving.27 The Pioneer led with a circulation of 26,323 in 1901 ; this
rose to 39,913 in 1914. Rasmussen's combined papers, Ugebladet and its
regional editions, claimed a circulation of 22,500. The others ranged from
3,000 to 5,000. Most of the papers cost $1 or $1 .50 a year for eight pages,
but the Pioneer charged $2.25 for a 12-page edition as of 1903. 28
In 1903 the Pioneer moved into its own building. It took sixteen
employes to get out the paper and handle job printing. Neble now had
time for frequent hunting trips and occasional visits to Denmark .29 He
concentrated on building cultural links between Denmark and America,
and his editor took over writing the editorials. Coverage of DanishAmerican community affairs increased and Danish news nudged out
United States news. Ameriqm politics, on the other hand, still dominated
the editorial columns.30
Readers occasionally suggested that the paper would serve Danes
better if it became impartial politically and just worked to further DanishAmerican interests. Neble vowed to keep the paper free ahd to fight for
" right and truth," but he believed in partisan support, based on picking the
man and the issues. He would not let his paper bow and scrape before
politicians, would fight against block voting by foreigners, and would lend
his support to the candidates, usually Democratic, who came closest to his
views. This, he believed, served the readers better than a bland, so-called
nonpartisan paper. The Pioneer " had conviction of truth and right" behind
its words.3 1
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Cultural exchange between Denmark and America grew and was
warmly endorsed by Neble. The Danish-American Association was
founded in 1905 and promoted speakers, exhibitions, and travel excursions.
A group raised funds for a statue of King Christian IX; another collected
money to purchase heath leand in Jutland, which became Rebild National
Park in 1912, dedicated to the honor of Danish-American immigrants.
Danes began to look back over their lives and record their cultural group
experiences in America and their contributions to American life.
Scandinavians founded historical associations and archives. Despite all this
cross-cultural sentiment, the Danish Americans were still on the defensive.
One visitor from the homeland set off quite a revealing explosion when he
reported in Denmark in 1915 that the Danes in America " had lost their
culture, were unable to adjust to American society, and longed for
Denmark all the time ." 32
Neble devoted two issues of his paper to the Danish-American response
to a survey of some fifty representative immigrants. All but two of those
responding disagreed with the Danish critic. " We don't love Denmark less,
but America more," was a common refrain . " We will not forget
Denmark ... but our longing is that of longing for childhood . . .. Even
Danes in Denmark must experience that. " As one put it, we could "hardly
miss a culture most of us never had in Denmark . . .. America had given
them their first understanding of being free, of having independence and
freedom ." If the Danish critic was right, why, they asked, " weren't they all
flooding back to Denmark? " 33
World War I heightened the immigrants' attention to Europe, and
Danish Americans were concerned about relatives and friends and the
future of the Slesvig-Holstein borderlands. A strong anti-Prussian attitude
pervaded many of the editorials in Danish-American papers during the war.
On the other hand, the editors defended the value of all immigrant
Americans in creating a prosperous nation, and criticized new laws and
talk of prohibiting foreign-language use in public places and literacy tests
designed to " shut out fine immigrants who had no chance to learn to read
in their own countries ." 34 Although Neble was strongly opposed to any proGerman propaganda and criticized any foreign-language papers that
engaged in it, he regarded suppression of the languages and licensing of
the foreign-language press a serious threat to freedom and an allegation of
disloyalty by virtue of foreign birth. 35
Although the first-generation Danish Americans continued to cherish
both their motherland and America, many agreed with Neble in 1918 when
he said that " it is impossible to keep the parents' speech as the primary
language beyond the first generation . For our children, English is their
native speech. " 3 6 Many parents actively encouraged their children to learn
English and tried to share some of their feelings of affection for Denmark
and its history at the same time. This theme was to become increasingly
strong in the postwar years as the Danish-American press entered its fourth
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and last "Americanization" stage.
The 1920s were years of crisis for many Danish-American publications.
Costs rose rapidly; circulation declined, as did advertising. Membership in
Danish organizations and increased use of English in the churches and
publications indicated that Danes were rapidly becoming assimilated.
Anxiety over one's allegiance to America undoubtedly sped up the process
as people stopped speaking Danish, because any foreign language was
made to seem unpatriotic.37 After the 1921 and 1924 Quota Acts had
passed, 5,970 Danes could be admitted per year. As the older generation
died, the number of the Danish-born in America shrank from 189,154 in the
1920 census count to 122,180 in 1940 and to 79,619 in 1960.38
" The foreign-language press will exist as long as there are people in
America who can read another language more readily than English," Neble
observed . He believed that the second generation would learn English, as
would the adopted citizens, and in time most of them would switch to the
English-language press. Papers like his would not go on indefinitely.39To
him this trend was a sign of progress, a natural evolution . By 1932, four of
the leading Danish-American editors, including Sophus Neble and Christian
Rasmussen, had died and their papers were to meet various fates.
In the 1920s, rural isolation began to break down with the introduction
of the radio, the automobile, and expanded daily RFD postal service that
brought the nearby town 's daily newspaper to the farms. Rural weeklies
and foreign-language newspapers both minimized general and emphasized
local news in an attempt to serve and hold their readers .4 0 New editors took
over the old Danish-American papers, and they were often motivated by a
strong desire to preserve the remaining Danish culture in America. They
attempted to attract younger readers with columns in English. Except for
the period of World War 11, when the papers were enthusiastically received
because they carried news of occupied Denmark that did not find its way
into the American press, the Danish-American newspapers after 1930
reflect a certain sadness and longing for days that would never return. The
Grundtvigians in the audience continued to champion the value of the
Danish language and heritage in the group life of Danish Americans . Danes
in Chicago and Minneapolis•experienced a sense of loss as their community
dispersed to the suburbs and other ethnic groups took over long-familiar
businesses and housing. There were six Danish-American publications in
the 1950s, and all too frequently their mail contained letters that said::
" Father (or mother) died and no one here can read the papers." 41
After World War II and the recovery years, travel ads and tourist
photos appeared in Den Danske Pioneer, but the main focus of the paper
was its many columns of social news from the Danish-American settlements. The Neble family decided to close the paper in 1958, but a group
of Chicago Danes decided to rescue it and raised the money to buy and
move it to Elmwood Park, Illinois. The latest step in the Pioneer evolution
was to make it into a modern tabloid with increased advertising
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columns and higher subscription rates to cover still-rising printing costs. In
1972 the paper celebrated its hundredth birthday with a lavish centennial
edition, a testimonial to the hardiness of ethnicity in America. The paper
still circulates to some 4,000 subscribers, who apparently enjoy this
16-page bi-weekly containing news about their activities in church, lodges,
and general social life. It is essentially American with an ethnic flavor.
The publisher, Hjalmar Bertelsen, scorned talk in 1969 of the death of
the Danish press in America, saying: "Such predictions have been made
frequently in the past, but the Danish-American press endures . Bien in San
Francisco, with some 3,000 subscribers, and the Pioneer will I ive, he said, as
long as ' Danes' want to read about their affairs. They will pay the
increasing prices we have to charge for subscriptions. If not, then we must
give up." 42 But early in 1974, in an unusual editorial, Bertelsen asked his
readers what the fate of the Pioneer would be. How should it work to
attract more readers as printing and postage costs rise? Should there be
more columns in English? 43 A new debate apparently was beginning in the
Pioneer's 102nd year.
The Danish-language press in America has developed along with its
readers, shifting emphasis from the strong political and religious interests
of individual editors in the !ate nineteenth century to the friendly,
harmonious community spirit that serves an audience predominantly
American, with just a degree of Danish ethnic affiliation and identity. So
long as these papers exist, they announce to the country that Danes in
America have not quite yet disappeared without a trace.
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Danes and Danish on the Great Plains:
Some Sociolinguistic Aspects
By Donald K. Watkins
The number of Scandinavians in the upper Midwest in 1850 was
insignificant compared to the tens of thousands who arrived annually after
the Civil War; but the early settlements, primarily in northern Illinois and
eastern Wisconsin, typically served as way stations for the Scandinavians
who came later, staying near the Great Lakes for shorter or longer periods
of time before moving westward where more favorable conditions
beckoned. It is in this connection one finds the nominal beginnings of a
Danish presence in the prairie states, the region of the country most
favored by the somewhat more than three hundred thousand Danes who
immigrated in the half century after 1865. Pre-Civil War settlement by
Scandinavians in the Mississippi Valley was dominated by Norwegians and
Swedes, with an incidental number of Danes among them . The
Scandinavians as a group were at this time a small minority of the white
population which pressed hard against the eastern boundaries of the
constantly decreasing Indian lands as yet unacquired by the United States
government. It had been the seeming uselessness, or at least remoteness,
of the trans-Mississippi area in the 1820s which had guided presidents
Monroe and Jackson to set this region aside as Indian Territory, but by
1840 the Permanent Indian Frontier had been redefined as the lands west
of the ninety-fifth meridian, primarily in present-day Kansas and
Oklahoma. As a result of war and treaties in the 1830s, Indian rights to land
in southern Wisconsin, eastern Iowa, and southeastern Minnesota had
been voided, and very quickly the frontier between white and Indian
territory moved from the Mississippi to the Missouri River. By 1840 eastern
Iowa had a population estimated at forty-three thousand, and in the
following decade the valleys of the Mississippi and Saint Croix rivers in
eastern Minnesota became the domain of lumbermen and a constantly
growing number of farmers .1
In the vanguard settlernents of Norwegians in Wisconsin one finds a
personality who appropriately symbolizes the onset of Danish colonization
on the prairie frontier. Danish-born Claus Lauritsen Clausen, one of the
earliest ministers of the Norwegin Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,
was instrumental in extending Scandinavian settlement from Wisconsin
into northeastern Iowa and southern Minnesota. The early Norwegian
immigrant communities of Saint Ansgar, Forest City, Alberta Lea, and
Blooming Prairie, among others, were created as a result of Clausen' s
expedition in 1852-53 in search of good farmland which might relieve the
population pressure in the growing colonies of eastern Wisconsin . The
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earlier foundation in 1848 of Denmark, Brown County, Wisconsin, by
immigrants from Langeland and Zealand has been attributed in part to
Clausen's inviting letters home to kin and friends, and in 1854 many of
these Wisconsin Danes joined the Norwegians in the vicinity of newly
established Saint Ansgar in Mitchell County, lowa.2
This small group of Danes in the midst of a major Norwegian colony
represents one of the earliest rural populations of Danes so far west of the
Great Lakes . As a symbol, the Saint Ansgar settlement also rightly suggests
that the Danes, even in rural localities, seldom I ived apart from other
Scandinavians or German-speaking Americans, who were at home in large
number in virtually every section of the Midwest. The fact that C.L.
Clausen was a churchman also anticipates the important role of the
nationally oriented church in the creation of Danish colonies . The Danish
Lutheran synods, once established in the last quarter of the century, were a
significant organizing and cohesive force within Danish-American
communities. 3 Finally, the Wisconsin origin of the Danes in Mitchell
County, Iowa, reiterates the prominence of secondary, planned
colonization in the growth of dansk Amerika.
The boundaries that immigrant groups perceived between each other
and the English-speaking population were generally those of language and
culture rather than geography. The common cause frequently made by
Danes and Norwegians in many areas of organized social life (for example,
church membership, the publication of Dano-Norwegian newspapers,
periodicals, and books) points out that some boundaries were naturally too
weak and gave way to force of practical needs. It was rare that a rural
concentration of foreign-born settlers of common stock was not leavened
by speakers of English or of yet another language. The use, maintenance,
and transmission of the Danish language, in particular, was seldom aided
by pure and simple geographic isolation of the nybygd, or settlement, as
may have been true, for instance, of the rather late Danish colonies in
northwestern North Dakota.
While the internal use of Danish by immigrant families was as natural
as speech itself, the equally natural and accelerated process of language
change in the new multi I ingual environment alternately amused or
alarmed Danish-born observers whose education gave them the convential
view that language purity was a reflection of individual intelligence, if not
national virtue. This attitude took a more sophisticated form in the
conviction of many Danish Lutheran churchmen and other intellectuals
that the preservation of a distinct Danish cultural identity within American
society was both desirable and possible, given the proper exertion of will
power combined with educational facilities. Many speakers for the cause
of bicultural allegiance, danskhedens sag, as it was called, eventually
accepted the fact that a language shift was taking place. They later
separated the question of language from that of Danish cultural values,
but before the turn of the century it seemed to be a reasonable belief in
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this nation with its large and growing population of foreign-born Americans
that stable bilingualism could be maintained, even though other kinds of
social assimilation might be welcomed in the adopted country.
My primary purpose here is to sketch the distribution of Danish
settlements in the prairie states between 1865 and 1930 and to point to
cultural phenomena which mirrored the condition and status of Danish visa-vis English. With respect to the latter point, the history of two social
institutions provides a great deal of information. These are the Danish
Lutheran synods and the Danish-American press . The use of Danish in
church-related activities is well documented and rather clearly reflects the
language preference of several generations. The growth, viability, and
decline of Danish-American newspapers and other publications likewise
indicate a good deal about the language loyalty of Danish-Americans .
One recognizes, however, that circulation and commercial success in the
publishing business depend as much on attractive journalism, sound
management, and favorable competition as on the language skills and
habits of the potential readership. For a thorough report on Danishlanguage journalism in America, the reader is referred to the studies by
Marion T. Marzolf.•
This is not, to be sure, primary linguistic data, nor are there
contemporary published studies from those years that objectively describe
in linguistic terms D_a nish-American language usage. Yet there are many
vignettes and comments in novels, travelogues, and the press which
characterize American Danish in some detail. These contemporary insights
by Danes and Danish Americans, often friendly self-portraits and
sometimes satirical .caricatures by visitors from Denmark, may imply a
uniformity of language among the Danish Americans that actually was not
present. In fact, the study of Danish-American society and its institutions
indicates that all degrees of I inguistic self-consciousness were present,
together with corresponding levels of concern for proper Danish.
Concerning the possible unreliability of the portrayal in fiction of
American-Scandinavian speech, one takes warning from the sins
committed by the realistic writer Vilhelm Moberg in his immigrant
tetralogy. His misrepresentation of important facets of American Swedish
underscores the fact that writers more often use speech differences to
typify a group than to document a dialect or an idiolect. 5
In the case of Danish-American fiction-written, of course, by highly
literate immigrants and exceptional individuals-one is far more likely to
find that the typing of characters through language is achieved by the use
of a limited number of quite predictable Danish dialect shibboleths rather
than by the depiction of American-Danish speech as a coherent I inguistic
system. Yet even the use of dialect forms is rare, when measured against the
bulk of Danish-American fiction, virtually all of which is written in the
contemporary standard language of a nation where for centuries the
written and spoken Danish of Copenhagen had been the norm of educated
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usage. Education , of one sort or another, was something all DanishAmerican authors shared, and as writers they had little inclination to
demonstrate the linguistic realities of Danish speech in America. One feels
the problem was practical. The major Danish settlement in Shelby County,
Iowa, for example, was settled in the period 1865-70 primarily by natives of
the three islands Fyn, M¢n, and AEr¢ . This diversity of origins was later
increased when other Danes arrived from western Iowa, Wisconsin, Illinois,
and Indiana. The dialectal variety present in this and most DanishAmerican communities, not to mention the special complications of
American Danish, probably dismayed many a realistic writer who
considered recording actual speech in his fiction. The standard language
offered a neutral and safe haven from the dangers that lay in wait for the
writer who would attempt to be too realistic in the portrayal of the
American-Danish language.
Nonfictional literature by or about Danish Americans, on the other
hand, does contain hints-they cannot be called data- about the
language actually spoken by the uneducated majority of working-class
Danish Americans . I list here selected examples of loanwords and
loanshifts which parallel phenomena recorded by Haugen and Hasselmo in
their work with American Norwegian and Swedish, respectively.6
Loanwords appear in this order- English model, American-Danish
replica, native Danish equivalent: (street)car 'karen ' (sporvognen), casket
'kasketen ' (kisten), creek 'krikken ' (bcEkken), laywer '/r/Jjeren ' (sagf0reren),
mower 'moren' (slaamaskinen), road 'roden ' (vejen), (rain)shower 'sjoveren '
(regnbygen), pillow 'pilleren ' (puden), (barbed)wirefence 'weierfensen '
(pigtraadshegnen), to fix 'fixe' (ordne), to husk (corn) 'huske' ([approximately]
afskalle), to jump 'jumpe' (springe, hoppe), to kill 'kille' (drcEbe, myrde), to
lose 'lusse' (tabe), to start out 'starte ud' (begynde, tage afsted), to kick 'kigge'
(sparke). Loanshifts in which the meaning of the Danish morpheme is
expanded to include an English meaning, appear in thi s order-Danish
morpheme with translation, example of Ameri can-Danish usage with
translations and standard Danish: (1) hjcElpe 'to help': " Jeg kan ikke hjcelpe
det" (" I can't help it" ) (" Jeg kan ikke andet" ); (2) g(/Jre 'to do': " Jeg g¢r for
tiden temmelig godt" (" I am doing pretty well these days" ) (" Jeg har det for
tiden temmelig godt" ); (3) se 'to see': " Jeg saa hende hjem" (" I saw her
home" ) (" Jeg fulgte hende hjem " ); (4) miste 'to lose': " Saa har jeg mistet
trcenet" (" So I missed the train" ) (" Saa kom jeg for sent til toget" ); (5) ofre
'to sacrifice': " Han ofrede m ig 200 dollars" (" He offered me 200 dollars")
(" Han ti Ibod mig 200 dollars" ); (6) staa 'to stand': " Hun stod der i fire dage"
(" She stayed there for four days" ) (" Hun blev der i fire dage" ); (7) dejlig
' lovely': " Vi havde en dejlig tid" (" We had a nice time" ) (" Vi havde det
rart" ); (8) haard 'hard' (of objects) 'harsh' (of people, fate, and other things):
" Det et haardt at sige" (" That is hard to say" ) (" Det er svcert at sige" ); (9)
smal 'narrow': Giv mig et smalt glas" (" Give me a small glass" ): " Giv mig
et lille glas" );(10) sp(/Jg ' joke': " Deter ikke sp¢g" (" That is no joke" ) (" Deter
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ikke morsomt"). 7
The rather mild degree of lexical and semantic interference seen here
could be expected in the speech of immigrants themselves, individuals
whose functional awareness of the Danish norm decreased according to
individual combinations of factors . This is not the opportunity to review
the linguistic and cultural factors that may generally have favored
interference and a shift to English. These did not differ in kind from the
factors observed in the case of other Scandinavian groups in the United
States, although the greater extent and speed of a complete shift to English
is a special characteristic of the Danish Americans. (See the information
taken from the U.S. census report of 1970 below.) For most Danish
Americans, strict bilingualism was an effort with few practical and
psychological rewards. The educated members of the Danish-American
intelligentsia, on the other-the ministers, educators, editors, and
writers- gained self- and peer-esteem through a careful observation of
language boundaries. Their steady contact through publications and
correspondence with cultural life in Denmark was further reinforced by
not infrequent trans-Atlantic travel. The popular image of the DanishAmerican immigrant intellectuals who produced the bulk of the group's
literature and expressed the greatest concern about the preservation of
danskhed. Whatever else danskhed signified, it meant bilingualism in an
American society where English monolingualism had the greatest practical
value.
On the eve of the Civil War there were not yet ten thousand Danishborn residents of the United States, and a large portion of these were the
result of the success experienced by Mormon missionaries in Denmark
after 1850.8 It was 1870 before the number of Danish-born exceeded thirty
thousand . During the previous decade Swedish immigration was three
times this number, and by 1870 the number of Norwegian-born residents
had already passed one hundred thousand. The pattern of Danish
settlement after 1865 was characterized by greater geographic dispersal
than has been observed for the other main Scandinavian-American groups.
In 1910, 57 percent of all Norwegian-born Americans lived in the three
bordering states of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and North Dakota. In the same
census year 52 percent of the Swedish-born lived in Minnesota, Illinois and
New York. The most Danish state in 1910, with slightly less than 10 percent
of the Danish-born residents of the United States, was Iowa, and one must
add Minnesota, the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Montana, Wyoming, and
Colorado in order to encompass 37 percent of the first-generation Danish
Americans. An additional 22 percent lived in the states of Michigan,
Illinois, and Wisconsin. The distribution of Danes among the states of
Illinois (primarily the Greater Chicago area), Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa,
and Nebraska was rather even, and the last two states formed the southern
boundary of heavy Danish settlement in the Midwest. 9
Although most of Iowa and Minnesota does not belong to the Great
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Plains as the term is defined by geographers, both of these states are an
integral part of the pattern and history of Danish settlement on the Great
Plains proper. Consequently I use Great Plains here to mean Minnesota,
Iowa, North and South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Montana, Wyoming,
and Colorado. One notes from the following figures that the proportion of
Danish Americans in this region relative to the entire nation declines after
1900. (Reference in the following pages to "Danish Americans," unless
otherwise specified, is to the foreign-born only.) The decline in the more
urban and industrial Great Lakes states of Michigan, Illinois and Wisconsin
is less rapid .

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

U.S. Tout
30,107
132 ,543
181,649
179,474
107.982
61,410

GREAT PLAINS

22<:l:
43
37

30
25
18

WESTERN GRF.H LAKES

34~
24
22

22
20
16

Lacking studies that suggest unusual migration patterns on the part of
Scandinavian Americans within the United States in the twentieth century,
one may assume that the more rapid decline on the agricultural Great
Plains-so inhospitable to farmers in the dust bowl and depression of the
1930s- reflects the general American migration westward and away from
the land. Moreover, new immigrants after 1920 have settled primarily in
metropolitan areas on both coasts and in the Great Lakes states. By 1920, 10
percent of Danish Americans lived in California, and by 1960, 33% lived in
western states.
The following table provides an overview of the absolute number of
Danish Americans in these states and their proportion relative to other
foreign-born residents. In this table there is no indication of the size of the
category " foreign stock, " individual s with one or more foreign-born
parents . Such statistics are omitted because the children and grandchildren
of immigrants were the Americans who personally experienced the
language shift. Their numbers as such would seem to tell little about the
presence of Americans who were able to-indeed, who had to-use the
foreign language rather than English in many, if not most, of life's
situations. It was the presence of different groups of monolingual
Americans which created the social requisite of bilingualism on the part of
following generations. Wil I iam F. Mackey summarizes the primary
importance of the size and very presence of the monolingual, immigrant
generation:
An individual 's use of two languages supposes the existence of two different
lan guage communities; it does not suppose the existence of a bilingual community.
The bilingual community can only be regarded as a dependent collection of
individuals who have reasons for being bilingual. A self-sufficient bilingual
community has no reason to remain bilingual , since a closed community in which
everyone is fluent in two languages could get along just as well with one language. 10
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DISTRIBUTION AND PROPORTION OF DANISH-BORN AMERICANS
IN GREAT PLAINS STATES

Population

Foreign-born
as pc rcenl of
popula1ion

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

439,706
1,301,826
2,075.708
2,563,953
2.9112.483
3,804,971

36.5
35 .9
26.2
15.2
7.0
2.6

llH0

11190
1910
1930
1950
1970

1.194,020
1,911,986
2,224,771
2,470 ,939
2,621 ,073
2,824,376

17.1
16.9
12 .3
16.8
3.2
1.4

1870

14.181

1890
19!0
1930
1950
1970

182,719
577,056
680,845

1870-1970

Danish -born

Danish-born
as pcrcenl of
foreign -born

1.910
14,133
16 . 137
13,831
7,374
2,621

1.2
3.0
3.0
3.5
3.5
2.7

Minnesota

Iowa

2.827
15,519
17 ,961
14,698
7,625
2,658

1.4
4.8

6 .6
8.7
9 .0
6.6

Dakola Terrilory

34 .0

115

2.4

2,860
5,355
2,936

3.5

Nonh Dakota

619 ,636

617.76:1

44 .6
27 . 1
15.5
7.9
3.0

1.315
410

3.4

·2.8
2.7

2.2

It is interesting as a social statistic to know, for instance, that in
addition to the 57,301 foreign-born Germans in Nebraska in 1910, there
were 94,249 residents both of whose parents wre German born, and 50,163
one of whose parents was native German. While the German stock in
Nebraska in 1910 thus constituted 37.5 percent of the total population, the
statistic is uninformative on the question of language usage by this portion
of the population . As a statistical estimate of the possible or probable
viability of a foreign language in an American community, the number of
proportion of foreign born in local populations (counties and townships)
are most telling. This is admittedly an inference after the fact and is based
on observations by linguists of communities where foreign-language use
and bilingualism persisted long after English prevailed elsewhere. It also
would seem to assume the absence of social barriers and prejudices that
actively promote bilingualism in that separate monolingual groups remain
distinct socially and linguistically. Those social barriers were absent in the
case of the Scandinavian immigrants, whose children had to be bilingual
only so long as the monolingual foreign born were a significant presence in
the commu nity. The third-generation Scandinavian Americans seldom
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Populalion

Foreign-born
as pcrcenl of
population

Danish-born

Danish-born
as percenl nf
foreign-born

Soulh Dakota
27 .7
18 .7
9.5
4.7
1.6

4,369
6.294
5.298
2,528
916

122.993
1,058 .910
1. 192,214
1.377 .963
1.325.510
1.482.412

Nebraska
25.0
19. I
14 .8
8.7
4.3
1.9

1.129
14.345
13,674
l0.210
4.555
1.651

8.0
5.7

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

364.399
1.427 .096
1.690.949
1,880.999
1.905.299
2.246.578

Kansas
13 .6
10.4
8.0
4.3
2.0
1.2

502
3.136
2.760
1.727
649
303

1.0
2. 1
2.0
2.1
I. 7
I. I

1870
1890
19IO
1930
1950
1970

20,595
132.159
376.053
537 .606
591.024
694,409

Montana
38.7
32 .6
24.4
13 .6
7.3
2.7

95

!.2
Hi
2 .1
3:5
3.2
2.7

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

9,118
60,705
145 .965
225,565
290.529
332.416

Wyoming
38.5
24.6
18.6
8.7
4.6
2.0

1870

39,864
412,198
799,024

Colorado
16.6
19 .3
16.0

1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

692.849
652 .740
665,507

1870
1890
1910
1930
1950
1970

1890

1910
1930
1950
1970

328.808
538.888

1,035,791
1,325.089
2,207,259

8.2
4 .5

2.7

683

1,943
2.541
1.398
594
54
680
962
775
444

190

77

1,650
2,755
2,373
1.381
1,487

4.8

6.3
8.0
8.2
8.4

3.7
7. 1
7.8
8.6

1.5

4.6
3.5
3.9
3.3
2.8

1.2
3.8
4 .4
2.8

2.3
2.5

Note: The raw data are taken from United States census reports for the years in
question. Percentage ca lcul atio ns are my own. Before 1930 Icelandic-born Americans
were included with the Danish-born . This significa ntl y affects the data for North
Dakota in 1910. The proportion of Icelandic- to Danish-born North Dakotans in 1930
suggests that the figure for 1910 may include 20 percent Iceland ic-born.
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perceived a pressing need to be bilingual.
Diachronic statistics for the individual states provide a very general
idea of Danish-American demography in the Great Plans. A close look at
the patterns of residence in 1910 is much more informative. I choose the
census year 1910 because at this time the number of first-generation
Danish Americans in the United States was reaching its peak. Settlements
in the prairie states were well established, although the size of the Danish
population grew and its focal points shifted somewhat in both Montana
and North Dakota after 1910. The census of 1910 defined urban population
as residents of incorporated places having twenty-five hundred inhabitants
or more. Only 24% of Danish Americans in the nine-state region fit this
broad definition of urban . Rurality thus typified the group, and the rural
population was particularly high in the Dakotas and Wyoming, where no
boom towns, such as Denver and Butte, attr.acted immigrants to centers of
industry.11
Minnesota
Iowa
North D~kota
South Dakota
Nebraska
Kansas
Montana
Wyo!l'ling
Colorado

Rural
64%
73

Urban
36%
27

92
91

8
9
29
22
22

71

78
78
85
52

IS

48

In fact, from the Great Lakes to the Rocky Mountains only six cities had
more than 1,000 Dan.ish-born inhabitants: Chicago (11,484), Racine (3,145),
Omaha (2,924), Minneapolis (2,030), Saint Paul (1,412), and Council Bluffs
(1 ,155). To speak of other cities with relatively large numbers of Danes
exaggerates the local weight of this group in relation to much larger
groups: Oshkosh (373) and Green Bay (241) in Wisconsin; Duluth,
Minnesota (405); Sioux City (517), Clinton (494), Des Moines (353) and
Waterloo (237) in Iowa; and Denver, Colorado (892).
The impression one might gain from the information presented so far is
that most Danish Americans in the Great Plains states were dispersed over
a vast area of prairie. Yet quite a different picture emerges from a study,
county by county, of the populations of the nine-state region . In the case
of Iowa and Nebraska, some 40 percent of the two states' Danish
population lived in a limited contiguous area-ten counties in Iowa, four
in Nebraska- around the urban focal point of the sister cities on the
Missouri River, Omaha and Council Bluffs. Another 40 percent of Iowa's
Danish population lived in twenty-one contiguous counties extending
northeasterly and northwesterly from Des Moines to the Minnesota border.
Thus more than three-quarters of the Danes in Iowa lived in one-third of
the state's geographical area, and these Danish areas extended into
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Nebraska and Minnesota to create enclaves of Danish-American
population in the Midwest. It is also typical of Danish-American
demography that these enclaves were shared with other Scandinavians;
approximately 60 percent of the foreign-born Norwegians and Swedes in
Iowa in 1910 lived in the same area as did 80 percent of the Danish born .
When those counties with the greatest concentrations of foreign-born
Danes plus second-generation Danish Americans (both parents foreign
born) are indicated on a map, the localized character of Danish American
residence is quite striking. The following chart and table identify the fortythree most Danish counties. The Danish-American population of these
relatively few counties constituted 49 percent of the total of first- and
second-generation Danes in Great Plains states in 1910. One may view
these counties as focal points surrounded by counties in which most of the
remaining 51 percent of Danish Americans lived.
In order to suggest the density of the local (county) Danish-American
population, the counties are ranked in descending order according to the
Danish proportion in the local population. In this respect it is not
altogether inappropriate or misleading to compare a small Iowa county
with, for instance, the expanses of Valley County, Montana. Viewed as
residents of townships, an important unit of social organization in rural
America of the past, the Danish contingent in both counties may be
comparably localized and cohesive in a manner which supported the
viability of the Danish language in the American environment. In 1915 a
Danish resident of Sheridan County, Montana, (which measures about forty
by fifty miles) reported that the Danish colony near the town of Dagmar
was " twelve miles wide and twenty miles long, settled almost exclusively
by Danes, some seven hundred in all ." 12 The dimensions of the Dagmar
settlement correspond to those of most counties in Iowa.
For the purpose of describing the growth of these concentrations of
Danish Americans, a distinction should be made between a settlement and
a colony. The settlements came into being gradually and without a single
organizational impetus, although a settlement might later increase in size
as the result of an attractive institution within its borders, such as a DanishAmerican folk high school. The colonies were originally planned and
financed by cooperating individuals who formed a land company or by
cultural organizations whose overriding interest was the creation of
cohesive Danish-American communities in the interests of danskhed. The
church-related organization Dansk Folkesamfund (1887). The Danish Church,
and The United Church all spearheaded such colonies.
The historically largest rural concentration of Danes in the United
States, occupying a thirty-five by eighty-five mile area in Audubon, Cass,
Shelby, and Pottawattamie counties in Iowa, came into being as a
settlement. In the late 1860s a small number of Danes from Moline, Illinois
settled in the Elk Horn area of Shelby County. Through the DanishAmerican grapevine that kept the settlers in touch with friends and
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acquaintances in Denmark and the older Danish-American communities,
the four-county area attracted newcomers from Europe, Wisconsin,
Illinois, and eastern Iowa. The actual size of the Danish population cannot
be gleaned from census data, for a considerable portion, perhaps 25
percent of the "German-born" residents of these counties (5,254 in 1910)
were in fact Danish-speaking natives of Slesvig, the duchy lost by Denmark
to Prussia in 1864. The creation in 1878 of the Danish-language Elk Horn
Folk High School (to the discontent of many Danes originally called " Leif
Eriksens Minde" by its Norwegian principal , Olav Kirkeberg) added a

-41-

GREATEST CONCENTRATIONS, BY COUNTIES, OF
DANISH AMERI CANS IN 1910

Percent
of local
population: rank

Number
of Danish
Americans

Percent
of local
population

Audubon. Iowa
Howard . Nebr.
Lincoln . Minn .
Shelby. Iowa
5. Kearney. Nebr.
6 . Turner. S.Dak.
7 . Freeborn , Minn .
8. Washington. Nebr.
9 . Kingsbury . S .Dak .
JO . Emmet , Iowa
11. Clay. S .Dak.
12 . Steele, Minn .
J.l . Buena Vista, Iowa
14 . Nuckolls . Nebr.
15 . Burke , N.Dak .
16. Pottawaltamie . Iowa
17 . Yankton , S .Dak .
18 . Franklin , Iowa
19. Monona , Iowa
20 . Clay , Iowa
21. Valley . Mo nt.
22 . Redwood , Minn.
23 . Hancock, Iowa
24 . Dodge , Nebr.
25. Lyon , Minn .
26 . Grundy , Iowa
27 . Palo Alto, Iowa
28 . McLocd, Minn .
29. Black Hawk, Iowa
30. Douglas, Nebr.
31. Ward , N.Dak .
32. Cass . Iowa
33 . Clinton, Iowa
34 . Kossuth, Iowa
35 . Cerro Gordo , Iowa
36. Story, Iowa
37 . Woodbury, Iowa
38 . Otter Tail , Minn .
39. Hennepin , Minn .
40: Ramsey , Minn .
41. Denver , Colo.
42 . Polk, Iowa
43 . St . Louis, Minn .

3487
2336
1914
2996
1539
2067
3277
1772
I 186
915
1232
1198
976

27 .5
25 .7
19.4
18 . 1
16 .9
14.9
14 .7
13.9
9 .4
9 .3
8 .6
7.6
7 .5
7 .5

8
JO
6
14
9
5
12
19
26
33
17
18
23

634

7.0

40

3785
876
917
997
764
779
I035
6.54
1109
765
645
643
825
1832
6414
943
606
1318

6 .8
6 .6
6 .2

3
27
25
22
32

I.
2.
3.
4.

746

615
659

619
1577
704

4164
2732
)392

644
827

6.0

' Si ze of local
; Danish -American
population: rank
4

6.0
5.7
5.6
5. 1

21
36

5.0

20

4 .9
4 .8
4 .6
4 .4
4.1
3.8
3.7
3.2
2.9
2 .8
2.6
2 .6
2 .3
1.5
1.2
1.2

31
37
39
29

0.65
0.6
0.5

)0

II
I
24
43
16
42
35
41
13
34

2
7
15
38
28

Total : 65,115 (49% of the nine-state total)
Note: " Danish American " here describes the foreign -born and the native-born children of two
foreign -born parents. Approximately 50% of 133,167 Danish Americans in these states belonged to
the second generation .
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cultural magnet to other attractive elements in the area: the fertility of the
soil , proximity by rail to the market center of Omaha-Council Bluffs, and
financial security provided by such cooperative ventures as the Danish
Mutual Assurance Company for Elk Horn and Environs (1882).13
In 1871, 180 miles west of the Elk Horn settlement, lay the frontier in
Nebraska. Land could be had in this region for four dollars an acre, and
here in the valley of the Loup River in Howard County, representatives of
the Milwaukee-based Danish Land and Homestead Company found
conditions that invited the creation of a second colony on the fertile Great
Plains. In 1875 the Danish town of Dannebrog vied with the American town
of Saint Paul for the location of the county seat. Saint Paul won the
election, but both towns gained greater commercial benefit from the track
built by the Union Pacific Railroad from Grand island into Howard County
in 1880. Such mundane facts are not secondary when discussing
Scandinavian-American colonies with respect to language use, for they
remind one that the primary concern of the foreign-born Americans was to
reate economic security. The rigors of making a living must have relieved
most Danish-Americans of time and energy to contemplate their Danish
heritage and its value to the coming generation. One gathers from
scattered comments by pioneer settlers of Howard County that the
foundation in 1888 of Nysted Folk High School was less understood by the
practical Danes than was the cooperative dairy formed in Nysted in 1884
or the Horse Breeders Association in 1891 . The necessity for the Danishowned Dannebrog State Bank was never in doubt, but there apparently
was not enough local incentive to revive the Danish-language newspaper
of Dannebrog, Stjernen (founded in 1888), when its printing plant burned in
1896. Stjernen was succeeded by the English-language Dannebrog News,
edited by P. S. Peterson. 14
In 1884 a committee on colonization was formed within the Danish
Church to locate favorable sites for Danish settlements. The method used
is exemplified by the arrangement made in 1884, when thirty-five thousand
acres of land in Lincoln County, Minnesota were reserved by the church
under an agreement with a land agent. For a period of three years the land
was to be sold to Danes only. 15 In 1910 Danish Americans represented 20
percent of the county's population . Other colonies initiated by the Danish
Church in Great Plains states were those in the vicinity of Larimore, North
Dakota; Dagmar, Montana; and Askov, Minnesota. Following the schism of
1894, the United Church also organized colonies: Kenmare, North Dakota;
Daneville, North Dakota; and Dane Valley (Culbertson), Montana. As
western states and Canada became increasingly attractive regions for
settlement, the synods extended their colonizing efforts to California,
Oregon, Washington, and Alberta. By making geographically cohesive
Danish-American communities possible, the churchmen may have
furthered in some measure the preservation of danskhed in America, but
one suspects that the average Danish American saw the matter as one of
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economy. In Lincoln County, Minnesota, land sold in 1895 for $14-20 an
acre; by 1916 the price had risen to $100-$125. The top asking price in the
older Elk Horn settlement had inflated by 1916 to $250 an acre. Both the
newly arrived immigrant and the mobile Danish-American farmer would
know where to go when they learned that agricultural land in Roosevelt
County, Montana-the Dane Valley colony-sold in 1916 for $15-$25 an
acre. 15 Brief descriptions of Danish settlements sent to the editor of
Salomons almanak graphically tell us of the priorities of the Danish
American on the Great Plains.
Flaxton, North Dakota - We had a good harvest again this year. In many places
wheat is yielding twenty bushels to the acre, and the price is good. Land can sti ll be
bought for $25 an acre, and some perhaps a I ittle cheaper. Danes will not regret
buying land in this area, but one should not wait too long - A. J. Nygaard.
Ida Grove, Iowa - No uncultivated land here. Cultivated land costs from
$150-225 an acre. Hogs, cattle, pop corn, oats, wheat, barley. The Danes are usually
tenant farmers; they pay about $10 an acre in rent. Only rarely do the children speak
Danish. The first Danes here were Peder and Christian Lund from Lolland (in 1873).
Undersigned came here in 1880 - C.A. L. Jensen .
Rothsay, Minnesota - The town is Norwegian; very few Danes; Norwegian,
Norwegian, Norwegian; but they are second to none and will always lend a hand - A.
Hendricksen.
Mullen, Nebraska - There are only a few Danes here, ten to twelve families at
most. The region is thinly populated because it was settled under the Kincaid Law,
which requires a 640-acre claim per family. Mullen is about in the center of the soca lled sand hill district of Nebraska and for its size (about 200 inhabitants) I dare say it
is the best trading center in Nebraska. Extensive hog and cattle shipping. The grass
here is amazingly nutritious and keeps longer than in the so-called better areas William Nelson."

One of the ironies of the effort by Danish-American synods to create
and maintain colonies in North America is the fact that so few Danish
Americans joined a Danish or any church. Church historians estimate that
in 1910 approximately 20 percent of the Danish-born and 8 percent of the
later generations of Danish Americans belonged to either of the two
Danish churches (40,737 members in 1910). 18 This educated appraisal puts
a sober perspective on the efforts by the synods to bolster the situation of
Danish language and culture in America. One must suppose that the
unchurched Danish American s, the great majority, were not reached by
spokesmen for danskheden unless they belonged to a Danish-American
organization with cultural goals. In this regard one doubts that the
activities, for example, of the rather exclusive and definitely urban DanskAmerikansk Selskab ever touched the lives of small-town and rural Danes
in the Midwest.
Cultural and educational organizations could not create basic social
conditions favoring bilingualism . The number of pupils attending folk high
schools was, in the first place, a minuscule portion of the young Danish
Americans . During the ten years of its existence, Brorson Folk High School
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as Kenmare, North Dakota had an average annual attendance of fewer
than forty students. The record attendance was achieved by Danebod Folk
High School in Tyler, Minnesota, Which for a few years attracted more
than one hundred students. The prominent minister, educator, and writer
Kristian Otergaard, one of the early teachers at Elk Horn Folk High School,
noted that the educational institution attracted settlers " because many
wanted to be in the vicinity of the school." 19 This comment expresses the
passive appreciation of most Danish Americans for culture in the
community. It was respected, but the education offered by this and the
other folk high schools was probably viewed as totally impractical in an
American era when a grade school education - and sometimes less-was
adequate for working-class occupations. Today, Dana College in Blair,
Nebraska and Grand View College in Des Moines, Iowa are the extant
colleges in Great Plains states which have their origins in the years when
Danish-American educators, mostly churchmen , founded twelve schools.
The churches were the primary social organization most Danish
Americans kn ew, yet the two synods were not alike in their concern for
Dani sh-language retention . That the Danish Church made greater efforts to
support the language is reflected by the percentage of church services
conducted in Danish as late as 1940: Danish Church (approximately 19,000
members): 45 percent; United Church (approximately 57,500 members): 16
percent. Church services are primarily directed at adults, and listening to
the pastor is a passive use of language at best. Information on the language
of Sunday schools, on the other hand, tells what was happening in a
situation requiring the active use of Danish by children . In 1923, 80 percent
of children attending Sunday school in the Danish Church did so in the
Danish-language classes; in 1927, 55 percent; in 1930, 44 percent. The
downward trend continues until 1950, when fewer than 1 percent of
Sunday school children were using Danish in that basic educational
situation .20 Many ministers in the Danish Church clung to their mother
tongue and resisted the use of English long after it was clear that
bilingualism was not functional among the postimmigrant generations of
Danish Americans . But the practical necessity for using English in the
church was, inevitably, the stronger force. Adult voices in the Danish
church in 1922 describe the language gap between the older and younger
generations.
The language problem is most urgent in the cit ies and then again mostl y in the
Middle W est ... . The general development is that they begin with Engl ish in the
Sunday sc hools. Then the instruct ion for confirm ation is given in English, and last
come the services. In general I w ill say that the language must serve life. If we ca nnot
make o urselves understood by the children in Danish, then I believe we should use the
English language instead of lettin g them go elsewhere.
It is no longer possibl e to avoid it, especially in city congregations. Here we have,
nearl y everywhere, children who do not understand D anish well enough to follow the
instruct ion in an entirely Danish Sund ay school. Wh at shall we do then? Shall we let
them go elsewhere or try to meet them on their own ground ?"
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I have attempted here to suggest the distribution of the DanishAmerican population around the turn of the century and to present
sociolinguistic factors that seem generally to have affected the viability of
Danish-English bilingualism . From our perspective in the late 1970s it is an
exercise in hindsight to discover in Danish-American history the social
conditions which foretold the quite rapid linguistic assimilation of this
relatively small group. Without strong clan feelings and culturally
undifferentiated from the dominant Western European population of the
United States, the Danish Americans encountered no closed doors as they
adjusted to life in the English-speaking nation. The ease with which the
postimmigrant generations slipped their ties with the Danish language was
heightened by the constant shrinkage of the foreign-born generations who,
in their day, had founded communities all over the Midwest.
Today the foreign-born Americans of Danish origin, equally distributed
across the country, number some 60,000. Their median age in 1970 was
sixty-six years. The median age of the 265,000 native Americans of Danish
parentage was fifty-six years. Of the second-generation Danish Americans,
41 percent claimed Danish as their mother tongue. One can consequently
estimate that 108,000 Americans born around 1921 used Danish as their
first language. This statistical speculation tells nothing about language
maintenance in later life, but the bare data do demonstrate the close
relationship between generation and mother tongue in the case of the
Danish Americans. Data in the 1970 census can be interpreted to estimate
to what generation claimants to a Scandinavian mother tongue belong.22
Mother Tongue:
Number of claimants:
Foreign born:
Second generation:
Later Generations:

Danish

Norwegian

Swedish

194,462

612,862
15.4%
51.2
33.4

626,102
21%
61
18

30%
55
15

Generations later than the second are identified in the census as " native of
native parentage." Only 29,000 Americans in this category claimed Danish
as their mother tongue.
This evidence of the assimilation , socially and linguistically, of
Scandinavian Americans is dramatized by comparison with the
generational breakdown of the eight million Americans who claimed
Spanish as their mother tongue in 1970. No fewer than 53 percent of these
were natives of native parentage. Furthermore, the median age of secondgeneration Hispanic Americans of Mexican and Cuban origin was fifteen
years, that of the foreign born thirty-eight years .
In fact, the situations of the speakers of Scandinavian languages and of
Spanish have never been comparable. The extralinguistic, sociocultural
factors which for generations have created resistance to linguistic
assimilation on the part of Hispanic Americans were experienced only for a
brief time by the Scandinavians. Some of the benign factors have to do
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with the local size of the foreign-born population, its renewal by constant
immigration, and the stability of extended families within a traditional
homeland in the United States.
Spanish also has acquired powerful status as a language of proud
resistance because of the traditional treatment of Hispanic Americans in
many cities and states as an inferior minority. The Scandinavian
immigrants, in sharp contrast, were welcomed to the United States by all
but the supporters of the various Know-Nothing movements, secret
societies which viewed immigrants in general as religious and social threats
to true American institutions. In the Great Plains states, however, where
the proportion of European Americans approached or exceeded 50 percent
for many decades following the Civil War, the Scandinavian Americans'
accommodation to English-language culture developed in a social climate
where the main resistance to a shift to English lay in the immigrant
generations' wish to bequeath the languages of Scandinavia to their
American children.
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Hans Christian Andersen's Life and Works:
A Danish-American Perspective
By Inga Kromann-Kelly

What meaning can Hans Christian Andersen's life and works, spanning
almost the entire 19th century, have for the Danish-American of the
twentieth and future centuries? What follows is the perspective of only one
Danish-American; others may hold quite different views based on their
familiarity and experiences with this internationally known and much
revered figure. My intent is not to provide a definitive answer to the above
question, but rather to stimulate thought on the subject.
Most Danish-Americans are likely to have in common an early
exposure to Andersen and his tales . This is especially true of those who are
first or second generation Americans. My own recollection is that of
always having known who Andersen was and of being familiar with some
of his stories. The tales in written form came to my childhood home by way
of a royal blue volume which was given to my older sister in about 1931 . It
was entitled H. C. Andersen: Eventyr og Historier, 111 (it never occurred to us
to question the absence of I). In spite of the pleasing color and gold cover
design, I did not consider the book particularly attractive. The print was
small and light in tone as iHoo many copies had been run off the press
after the ink ran dry. Illustrations were the well-known line drawings by
Vilhelm Pedersen and Lorenz Fr</>lich, delicate and detailed, to be sure,
with a flavor of the old world that fit the mood of the tales. Despite
Andersen 's early reservations that as a naval officer and painter of sea
battles, Pedersen would not be able to capture the subtleties of the stories,
he became their classic illustrator. As a child, however, I would probably
have preferred Petersen's battle scenes; the illustrations made I ittle
impression on me one way or another.
There was not a great deal of reading material for children in our home
during my early years. But there was one other collection of stories:
Grimms' Gairy Tales, also a gift to my sister, Elsie. This book was a large,
maroon-red volume with thick pages high in rag content; bold, black print,
and occasional woodcuts for decoration . Even at the age of five or six, I
was struck by the contrast between the tales of Andersen and those of the
Grimm brothers' collection. The latter were filled with suspense, clearly
defined good and evil , and while there was considerable violence, virtue
and goodness invariably won in the end. The castles and kingdoms, finery
and jewels, enchantments, wicked witches, fairy godmothers, and dark,
murky forests all served to spark one's imagination and feed a child's need
for fantasy and adventure.
The Andersen tales, on the other hand, were not nearly so predictable.
some stores, like "Clod Hans" and " Little Claus and Big Claus" were merry

-50-

and rollicking and turned out as one would wish . The violence in stories
such as "The Tinder Box" and " Little Claus and Big Claus, " for which
Andersen was severely criticized, bothered me no more than did the
violence in " Little Red Riding Hood" or " Hansel and Gretel;" that is to say,
not at all. But other Andersen tales struck me as being somehow
incomplete or of a different genre altogether. "The Steadfast Tin Soldier"
was appealing in may respects, to be sure; I loved ballet dancers and spent
many hours drawing their graceful lines and dainty costumes although I
did not actually see a ballet performance until decades later. But,
somehow, the story did not end "right," and that was troublesome.
Similarly, " The Little Mermaid" stimulated one's fantasy, but the ending
was unsettling.
However, the story which affected me most strongly and that I never
forgot was " The Little Match Girl." Andersen's ability to create sensory
impressions was never more vivid than in this inexpressiby sad tale. The
ending invariably brought me to the verge of tears. Each time I heard it, I
entertained a futile hope that somehow a happier version might emerge.
Perhaps it was the long, cold depression winters of Minnesota that made
the story seem unusually vivid. Those were days when life was precarious,
much as it was in Andersen's time, for children as well as for adults. And so
for a poor little girl to freeze to death on a winter night was not a fairy tale
at all; it was harsh reality, made particularly pitiful because it happened on
Christmas eve. The fact that Andersen takes her safely to heaven at the end
was little comfort. After all, didn't all good people go to heaven after
death? It was the way in which she died that was as real to me then as a
newspaper account of some similar tragedy would be today.
, Bruno Bettleheim, in his well-known book, The Uses of Enchantment,
maintains that tales such as " The Little Match Girl" and " The Steadfast Tin
Soldier," while beautiful, do not belong in the category of fairy tales at all.
They are more akin to myths in that the ending is tragic rather than happy.
The myth is pessimistic while the fairy story is optimistic, no matter how
terrifying parts of the story might be.2 "The Ugly Duckling," on the other
hand, has a perfectly satisfactory ending and children seem easily to relate
to it. Bettleheim, however, asserts that it is much more a story for adults.
Although children can enjoy it, he feels that it misdirects the child's fantasy
because the duckling is not a duckling at all ; it is a swan . The child who
feels misunderstood and not appreciated may wish to be of a different
breed, but knows that such a change will not occur. In other words,
according to Bettleheim , the story conveys the message that fate is
inexorable; there is nothing a child can do to improve his or her situation
unles some accident of birth is involved as is the case in this tale. He points
out that in true fairy tales, no matter how many transformations take
place, the hero or heroine may be turned into animals or objects of all
kinds, but in the end, the human being always emerges in the same form as
he or she started out. 3
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While one can debate endlessly about whether Bettleheim 's
interpretations are valid, the outcome of such debate depends largely on
the extent to which one accepts or rejects his applications of Freudian
theory and whether one believes that fairy tales need to have a highly
personal identity value in order to be enjoyed. In any case, it seems
worthwhile noting that an eminent child psychologist is among those
scholars who have taken Andersen's tales seriously.
Autobiographical and Cultural Content
One can take a different position and submit that a large measure of
Andersen's genius lay in being able to weave a tale around a vast array of
situations, events, and objects, almost without regard for a specific audience. It is believed that many of the tales were inspired in some way by
his own experiences, and that he appears in almost all the stories. He is
"The Little Mermaid; " " The Top and the Ball " is a symbolic retelling of his
romance with Riborg Voigt and a declaration that it is all over; impetus for
" The Shadow" came in part from his love for the bright Italian sunshine
where he lived when the story was written, and ambivalence about his
relationship with Edvard Collin, son of his Danish benefactor.
But if the tales are a reflection of their author's psyche, they are also a
rich store of elements of Danish culture, abounding with references to
social and political matters of the nineteenth century. Andersen's many
allusions to the deity underscore the role of the church in Danish culture,
especially in that of the peasant class. Poets, writers, and the arts appear
frequently and reflect not only Andersen 's own values and aspirations but
also those of the upper class with which he sought to identify from earliest
childhood. Even today, the high regard given the humanities in Denmark is
shown by the magnitude of government support for the arts. Galleries,
museums, and theaters such as the Royal Theater in Copenhagen are richly
endowed and widely used by the public.
An example of Andersen's consciousness of the social structure of his
time is revealed in a tale entitled " Something," in which one of five
brothers aspires to become a stone mason as a means for achieving
upward mobility. Another brother dismisses his plan with the comment:
" That is nothing ... . you will belong to the lower-middle class at best.
There are many classes in our society and most of them are above a master
mason's. You will still belong to what is called the 'common people.' No, I
want to become something better than that! " 4
One of the difficulties Andersen himself faced even as a recognized
author was that he was considered a " deviate" in the sense that he had
come from a very low class in Danish society and only individuals with
special and unusual talents were accepted into the literary or professional
hierarchy without having been born into it. This schism between the
common people and the aristocracy manifested itself in Andersen's
personality as well as in his writing. His was a love-hate relationship where
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he sought to be accepted by the literary, financial, and political
establishment and yet sympathized and identified with the peasantry of his
origins . In his social life, he took great pride and delight in associating with
royalty and others of the upper class, while in his writing, he often poked
fun at their snobbery.
The frequent references in his tales to soldiers and the military show
the preoccupation of Danes with wars and political strife in the nineteenth
century. During this time, Denmark changed from a strong European
power to a small country characterized as it is today by a commitment to
peace. A staunch nationalist, Andersen was emotionally torn by Denmark's
involvement in wars with countries such as Germany where he had become
renowned .
Another element of culture for which the Dan ish tales are a rich
resource is language. Andersen uses the language of the peasant class with
its idioms, puns, folk sayings, and expressions of humor. He was the first to
employ non-scholarly language in writing, and while he was severely
criticized for it, this unique contribution to literature is widely recognized
today.
Several Andersen scholars have deplored the fact that, particularly in
England and the United States, the rich heritage of these stories has been
relegated to the nursery. Perhaps Ursula LeGuin, the well-known American
author of high fantasy, is right when she maintains that Americans have a
strange attitude toward fantasy; it is almost as if beyond ages eight or nine,
we should no longer be interested in or absorbed by it in any form. 5 If that
is the case, we are unfortunate because the levels of meaning in Andersen's
tqles are such that they bear reading and hearing through adulthood .
Danish children ages nine through sixteen whom I interviewed a few years
ago in Copenhagen seemed to have no difficulty with this point of view.
They felt that the stories definitely should not be graded by age, no matter
how complex or gruesome, and further, they felt that more attention might
well be given at upper grade levels not only to the stories, but to the entire
scope of Andersen's works.6 I, too, would hope that Danish-Americans
would endeavor to preserve their heritage for all age groups and would
think of the tales in a broader context than merely entertainment for the
very young.

Translations
Can English language translations do justice to this gifted writer? As a
public school teacher and later a professor of children's literature, I often
felt uneasy about the many English language versions of the tales when
compared with the original Danish. This uneasiness has been expressed by
numerous writers including Andersen himself. In a diary entry in 1870, five
years before his death, he noted that it was his understanding that some of
the tales translated into English had not been well done and this concerned
him deeply. Horace Scudder, his American editor, in a letter to Andersen

-53-

dated 1869, wrote: "I find great differences in the translations made of
your stories. I find myself sometimes thinking 'this is not like Andersen; it is
fine sounding, when he is simple and direct'." 7
Perhaps the most comprehensive analysis of the failings of Andersen
translators was done by Elias Bredsdorff, head of the Department of
Scandinavian Studies at Cambridge University and a distant relative of
Andersen's benefactor, the Collin family of Copenhagen . In an article
entitled " how a Genius is Murdered, " he refers to the fact that some stories
clearly are adaptations; that is, the translator has taken the liberty of
rewriting the tale so the ending is different or the story has been grossly
simplified, or the plot rearranged . These stories, he feels, are less harmful
than distorted translations because the reader must know that the stories
are not as they were originally written. Bredsdorff's real concern is the
tendency for translators to present as genuine versions which have been
tampered with in a variety of ways. He states: " It is such a serious violation
of Andersen 's genius that these publishers are actually deceiving their
readers when they tell them these are Andersen ' s stories . They are
definitely not. They are the stories of some unimaginative, Puritan-minded
hack writers who have not understood Andersen at all ..... One of the
world 's greatest storytellers is murdered, his masterly style is violated, and
no regard is paid to his artistic and moral intentions." 8
A major difficulty is that it is virtually impossible to do justice to
Andersen in translation . Isaac Bashevis Singer, the Jewis writer and Nobel
prize winner, suggested that perhaps as much as 50% of the quality of
writing is lost in translation .9 Singer is fortunate in that while he writes in
Yiddish, his command of English is such that if an English translation is not
satisfactory, he can rewrite it himself. Much of the charm of Andersen 's
stories, the idioms, puns, and colloquialisms, virtually defies translation .
Furthermore, he knew exactly how to hone a phrase and to economize on
language so that he gave just the right nuance to a passage. Unfortunately,
many translators, even where they could, seem to pay scant attention to
the skill with which the stories are crafted.
I once asked a well-known illustrator of a picture book edition of " The
Wild Swans," how she went about making a decision about which version
of the story to illustrate. She said she chose one that she liked and thought
was well-written . But she said nothing about authenticity, for maintaining
the integrity of the original story. Last summ er, as I browsed through a
display of Andersen materials in Magasin du Nord, Copenhagen's finest
department store, I picked up a new English language edition of a
collection of tales illustrated by another prominent children's book author
and artist, and a friend whom I respect and admire. However, I soon put
the book down in disgust. The illustrations were charming, but, according
to an explanatory note, the stories had been "adapted" by the illustrator.
They certainly had - and bore only a shabby resemblance to the original!
Unfortunately, even book reviewers in thi s country pay littl e heed to
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authenticity when they review an edition or collection of the tales.
Clearly, the challenge in translating Andersen is to preserve the flavor
of the tales. Following are selected comparisons of ways in which
translators differ in their choice of words for a given passage.
Andersen begins his lively rendition of " The Tinderbox" as follows:
Der kom en Soldat marscherende henad Landevejen: Een, To! Een,
To! han havde sin Tornister paa Ryggen og en Sabel ved Siden, for
han havde vceret i Krigen, og nu skulde han hjem . Saa m</ldte han en
gammel Hex paa Landevejen; hun var saa cekel , hendes Underlcebe
hang hende lige ned paa Brystet. Hun sagde: "god Aften, Soldat!
hvor Du har en pen Sabel og en stor Tornister, Du er en rigtig
Soldat! Nu skal du faae saa mange Penge, Du vii eie!"' 0
Svend Otto S. translates the above by writing:
A soldier came marching away along the high road . One! two! One!
two! He had his knapsack on his back and a sword at his side, for he
had been in the wars and now he was off home. Well , he met an old
witch on the high road . She was ugly! Her lower lip hung right down
to her chest. 11
Satorsky makes the following interpretation:
A soldier tall and tired, his knapsack on his back and his sword at
his side, was marching home after the war when he met an old
witch . " God day, soldier, " said the witch. " How would you like to
be rich ." 12
Svend Otto S. comes much closer to capturing the original language
and the mood of the story, while Satorsky omits much detail, perhaps for
the sake of brevity since the format is a picture book . In the process,
however, he has lost much essential imagery and reduced the story to an
accurate but flavorless plot.
An example of actual mistranslation is " The Swineherd" where
Andersen 's use of irony is shown by the banal emperor regarding the rose
which is real, not glass, much to the princess' disappointment. The emperor
says, " Den er mere end nydelig ... den er pcen! " 13 Blegvad translates this to
say, " It's more than exquisite ... it's nice! " 14 and Haugaard writes, "It is
more than pretty; it is nice ... " 15 The disparity between the two adjectives,
of course, in the opposite direction from what one would expect is what
constitutes the humor. Hersholt, surprisingly, does not maintain this humor
when he states ... "It's more than pretty, it's surperb," 16 nor does Keigwin:
" It's more than pretty . . . it's handsome."" Since the last two translators
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surely were aware of the humor in the original wording, one can only
surmise that they felt it was too subtle for young readers.
The best known translators of Andersen 's complete tales are R. P.
Keigwin and Erik Haugaard. Keigwin's volumes were published in 1955 and
Haugaard's large single edition appeared in 1974. While one may quibble
about the translation of specific passages or selections, both are highly
regarded for the quality of their work. Other respected translators include
Reginald Spink and Jean Hersholt. Svend Otto 5. and Erik Blegvad have not
done as many translations, to my knowledge, but their work is
commendable as well. All are Danish-born except Keigwin and Spink, who
are British. Haugaard and Hersholt came to the United States as relatively
young men, while Svend Otto 5. and Erik Blegvad have lived more of their
lives in Denmark.
When comparing Keigwin and Haugaard, it appears that Keigwin has
captured the old time flavor better, although he tends to be somewhat
more formal. Haugaard, on the other hand, capitalizes on Andersen's
informality. While this is often appropriate and effective, there are a few
instances where, in my opinion, one would wish for language that is less
contemporary. Most readers sense that these tales took place more years
ago than we can imagine, but when Councilman Knap in " The Magic
Galoshes" says, "I 'll bet this is an art gallery," one wonders if it is the next
door neighbor talking or someone who lived hundreds of years ago. Clod
Hans says, " Sure, I have" and "Well, if the alderman is the most
important . . . . " as if he wre a contemporary character. Expressions such as
" disgusting brat," in " Anne Lisbath" and "Hey, you, " in " She Was No
Good," seem out of the time, somehow (although Keigwin's " Hullo, young
'un " is not much of an improvement of the latter). When Haugaard uses
expressions such as " stuff and nonsense," " I shan't, " " Dear God," and
"Thank God," he seems to have moved back into the time of the original
writing. The effort to make stories comprehensible and interesting to
contemporary children through translation is a difficult one, indeed.
However, much of the charm of many tales is in the preservation of
language which fits the times and the place, and this should not be lost in
translation.
His Other Works
Danish-Americans should not overlook the fact that in additin to fairy
tales, Andersen wrote novels, travel books, an autobiography, and poems.
His first successful novel, The lmprovisator, or Life in Italy was followed by
Q.T. (for Odense Tugthus; i.e., jail), Only A Fiddler, The Two Baronesses, To
Be or Not To Be, and Lucky Peer. According to my Copenhagen travel
agent, The lmprovisator for many years was considered prerequisite
reading for persons traveling to Italy because the novel contained detailed
and vivid descriptions of that country.
A major weakness of Andersen's novels is that he lacked skill in
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character development so that many of the characters tend to be onedimensional, with limited depth and credibility, giving the reader an
impression of being contrived to fit a particular plot requirement. Fairy
tales, which do not demand such methodical character development, are
clearly a more appropriate genre for his writing talents. Nevertheless, the
novels, many of which also are highly autobiographical, reveal added
dimensions of Andersen 's life and times, in spite of weaknesses in style and
translation .
A number of his poems, some of which are set to music, have made a
lasting contribution to Danish culture. " In Denmark I Was Born," and
" Jutland" are among those still cherished and sung by Danes and DanishAmericans. I only learned as an adult that " The Dying Child" (Moder, jeg er
trret, nu vii jeg sove) which my father sang years ago was a poem written by
Andersen while he was a student.
Although anyone who has visited the museum in Odense is aware of
Andersen' s talent in art, only recently has his genius as a visual artist been
called to public attention . Vincent van Gogh was among those wo
privately acknowledged his artistic talents. Among his surviving works are
several hundred pen and pencil drawings, more than 1,000 paper cuts,
paper sculpture, and collages, including a magnificant eight panel fire
screen. Heltoft, in his book Hans Christian Andersen as an Artist, 18 gives a
comprehensive picture of the development of his art, including travel
sketches and pictures of his other works. It has been speculated that with
training, Andersen might have become a renowned artist indeed.
A~ a Biographical Figure
On the surface, it appears that Hans Christian Andersen would be an
ideal character for children's biography. The appealing elements certainly
include the " ugly duckling" aspect of his career, appropriately enhanced
by the well-known tale often regarded as a statement of his life. Perhaps
the fact that he remained much of a child throughout his 70 years adds to
his appeal as a biographical figure. The " rags to riches " theme with
adversity, rejection, and finally glory is almost made to order for a
children 's book . Andersen himself said in his youth, " first one must suffer,
then one becomes famous ." His own somewhat embellished
autobiography, The Fairy Tale of My Life, was written with much the same
motivation, one can surmise, as that of contemporary biographers.
Furthermore, the wealth of resource material, much of it written by
Andersen himself in letters, essays, and diaries leaves no dearth of
information and very little about which to conjecture . Andersen wore his
heart on his sleeve and was candid to a fault.
However, in other ways, Andersen is a very difficult topi c for children 's
biography. He was an extremely complex person - a quality difficult to
capture in characterization for children . In fact, the complexities of his
personality and his childhood circumstances tend l.'.lOt to come through in
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biographies for the young, and thus such books seem to have a contrived
tone for those who are familiar with the real Andersen .
Furthermore, the " rags " aspect of his life, the very factors which
contributed so greatly to his imagination and led to his preoccupation with
fantasy and his drive to succeed, came out of a background not usually
considered appropriate subject matter for children . It is subject matter
whose impact on an individual is not easily understood even by many
adults.
His sordid background, at least by the standards of morality of his time,
had a deep impact on him. His maternal grandmother bore three
illegitimate daughters of which Andersen's mother was one. After the birth
of the third child, she was sent to prison briefly for " immorality." His
mother's one sister was a prostitute and ultimately became a "madam " in
Copenhagen .
At least one of the men the grandmother subsequently married had
fathered several other illegitimate children . Andersen's own mother bore a
daughter out of weklock some six years before Hans Christian was born,
and Andersen himself was born only two months after his parents'
marriage.
Shame about his mother's background was hardly alleviated by his
father's family history. Although his paternal grandmother told him that
she and her husband had been well-to-do farmers before fire and disease
ruined them, the fact was that his paternal grandfather was a poor laborer
and always had been one. Thus, an additional burden to Andersen was that
he eventually came to know, although not often to acknowledge, that his
grandmother whom he loved dearly was, at least in one respect, a liar.
Aside from that, this grandmother was perhaps the most stabilizing
influence in his life. His paternal grandfather was harmlessly insane by the
time Hans Christian remembered him. He went about Odense dressed in
peculiar garb, muttering or singing to himself. He made strange toys carved
out of wood that he peddled about the countryside. Generally, he was a
laughing stock of the young people, especially the young boys, so that
Hans Christian hid in shame when he appeared on the streets and was
mortified to tears when children teased him about his " mad" grandfather.
But he was also frightened for his entire life that his grand.father's mental
condition was hereditary and that he, himself, would die in madness.
Andersen's own father, creative and dreamy, but a largely unhappy man,
did not add to Hans Christian's self-confidence as far as the public was
concerned, although he did influence his son in many ways. The father did
not make much of a living as an unskilled shoemaker, but he added much
richness to Andersen 's childhood with his stories, plays, puppet theaters and
his insistence that his son should do what he wanted and had the talent to
do. The father left the family to join Napoleon 's army when Andersen was
only nine years old . Two years later, having neither the commission he
hoped for nor the money he was sure would be his after serving Napoleon,
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he returned, physically and mentally ill. Gradually he lost touch with
reality entirely, and was quite hallucinatory when his physical ailments,
apparently mostly of a respiratory nature, overcame him and he died.
Family tragedy continued to haunt Andersen even in adulthood . His
mother, forced by poverty to do washing for well-to-do estate owners,
contracted painful arthritis from standing in the cold river water. She
blunted her physical and mental pains with alcohol, and when Andersen's
economic situation finally was such that he was able to help her
financially, it was too late: all money went for liquor. An alcoholic for
many years, she died in a pauper's hospital while her son was on one of his
travels abroad.
It is clear that Andersen never forgot his sordid background and that at
least a measure of his unfailing drive to become famous and accepted by
society came from a need to overcome his past. He was never mistreated
as a child; in fact, he was loved and cherished by both parents, a situation
in which he was more fortunate than many children . His mother, stolid and
illiterate, did not understand him, but she did love and care for him . She
kept their home immaculate and cozy according to Andersen 's own
recollections, and managed well in spite of the proverty of their
circumstances. She must also be credited with not standing in the way of
her son when he insisted upon pursuing his talents. In fact, some people
have maintained that the very permissiveness of his parents may have
contributed to his nervous instability. However, the fact that he had drive
and sufficient self-confidence to think that somehow, in some way, he
could succeed is a credit to the family. His parents did not employ
constraints or harsh discipline which might have broken his sensitive spirit.
The difficulties inherent in adequately illuminating such a complex life
in children's biography are obvious. But because there is so much
authentic material available, Danish-Americans should not settle for
poorly done works at any level, particularly those written as " happy I ittle
stories" for the entertainment of bland minds, such as was the case in a
different medium, the 1951 Danny Kaye film, "Hans Christian Andersen ."
Space does not permit a detailed critique of the dozen or so biographies
which I have reviewed . However, for grades five through seven, those by
Rider, 19 Godden,20 Spink,2 1 and Manning-Sanders 22 are commendable. At
the adult level, Spink's more detailed edition 23 and Bredsdorff's scholarly
and comprehensive book 2 4 convey accurately not only the many facets of
Andersen 's life but the exceptionality of his art and personality as well.
An Exceptional Person

Dr. H. Tops¢e-Jensen, probably the greatest authority on Andersen,
noted that it was not that Andersen rose from obscurity to fame that was
so fantastic; many people have done as well. What made him so
exceptional was his personality. He was " .. (full of) contradictions ... a
creature of inspiration with natural primitive gifts ... child and
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philosopher . . yet with the sure tact of a diplomat in difficult situations;
vain and humble; wrapped up in him self . . . and yet most ready to help
others; a man of emotion and feeling, and for all that possessed of a
wonderfully impish humour .. . . " 25
In spite of his egotism and irritability, he was, as Bredsdorff points out,
a charismatic individual with a talent for making people interested in him.
Eventually he had close contacts with leading cultural figures throughout
Europe and could count such persons as the scientist Cl)rsted, the Sculptor
Thorvaldsen, poets Elizabeth and Robert Browning, writer Charles Dickens
and scores of others as personal friend s.
It is remarkable that one of his nervous disposition, plagued by
irrational fears and subject to constant mood changes often accompanied
by deep depression, somehow could manage to maintain functional
stablity. He had an incredible ability to survive emotionally, despite
disappointments and the personal demons which haunted him . Although
his friends were often dismayed by the openness with which he acted out
his triumphs as well as his disappointments, perhaps thi s is what saved him
from psychological disaster. Whatever forces were at work within him, he
was always the persevering artist, toiling tirel essly and meticulously at his
craft, often without apparent effort.
Our Danish-American legacy, then, is a rem arkabl e genius, not only an
object of nationalistic pride, but an inspiration for contemporary society.
In order to claim this legacy, I suggest that we insist on accurate and
authentic translations, and that we becom e acquainted with the larger
body of his writing as well as with the carefully researched biographies
which reveal the many dimensions of his being. Then I believe we will be
able to appreciate more fully why Hans Christian Andersen ranks with the
finest.
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Art? Among Danes In America?
By Aase Bak

The Danish American Heritage Society has as one of its objectives to
" encourage Danish American expression in the arts, humanities, and social
sciences." It is to be hoped that the Danish American Heritage Society will
have more luck in its endeavors to promote the arts than did another
organization with somewhat similar aims. I refer here to Dansk
Folkesamfund (Danish People's Society) and the abortive attempt to
launch an art committee under its auspices in 1897.
Dansk Folkesamfund was founded in 1887 in Clinton, Iowa, following a
proposal from Frederik Lange Grundtvig, in an effort to promote and
strengthen Danish cultural heritage among immigrants, especially through
preservation of the Danish language. 1 Ten years later Dansk Folkesamfund
could look back upon the successful establishment of a Danish colony
(Danevang, Texas, 1894), upon a circulating book collection of 4000
volumes and upon publication of a new edition of F. L. Grundtvig's
Sangbog for det Danske Folk i Amerika.2 However, that was about all there
was to report; the society was in bad shape. In 1892 Dansk Folkesamfund
had been fiercely attacked by parties inside the Danish church, and this
disagreement was one of the causes that eventually led to the church
schism of 1894. Dansk Folkesamfund never quite recovered from this
incident, and the membership steadily decreased (in 1897 it was down to
one third of the original number).3 Since the by-laws made it virtually
impossible to dissolve the society it persisted until January, 1964.4
Dansk Folkesamfund had the support of some of the best known and
ablest Danish Americans - which may well account for its durability - and
one of these, Emil Ferdinand Madsen of Clinton, Iowa, was the brains
behind the proposal for Kunstudvalget (the art committee). For a few
months in 1897 Madsen corresponded with his confidential friend, Jens
Christian Bay of Des Moines, Iowa, about the matter. 5 Bay was a former
chairman of Dansk Folkesamfund and he read the proofs of the proposal
and suggested changes . Finally in the fall of 1897 Madsen had a pamphlet
published with the title Kunst Blandt Danske i Amerika Med et Forslag til
Dansk Folkesamfund (Art Among Danes in America. With a Proposal to the
Danish People's Society). Madsen, expecting his ideas to be met with
disbelief, begins his proposal with the words, " Art? Among Danes in
America? " But there is no reason to be incredulous, Madsen insists. The
Danes in America must now have passed the days of pioneering, and must
therefore be ready for the arts . Using the " growth symbol " (common
whenever American culture is discussed) in a very picturesque manner, he
vows that Danish American cultural life (folkeliv) can be likened to a
garden where Danish Americn art will some day stand as a leafy tree
(Madsen, by the way, was a gardener). This of course is not going to happen
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overnight. The new generation of artists" ... will not rush in like a gust of
wind; no, like the frail light green sprout that grows gently and quietly and
unfolds leaf by leaf - like that I imagine future art in all its branches will
begin to grow among the Danes in America - in our own little garden." 6 But
a frail sprout needs care not to crumble under " the hard crust of everyday
life." Therefore if " noble arts [are to] flower in our garden, as they have
flowered in the brightest and happiest periods in our beautiful native
country, then we common workers must use hoe and spade for a while

first." 7
Dansk Folkesamfund is just the place where such work should be done,
Madsen thinks, and he has concrete suggestions as to what kind of work
should be done, and how. Dansk Folkesamfund is to appoint a committee
of three, five or seven members, called Dansk Folkesamfunds Udvalg for
Kunst og Litteratur (Danish People Society's Committee for Art and
Literature), in short Kunstudvalget (The Art Committee).
The purpose of this committee is to encourage, promote and
support art and I iterature among Danes in America .... At the
moment it is out of the question to establish any fund for support
of artists. We are a poor people .... So this is not the way in which I
think it should be worked; for the time being we must start on a
quite small scale. The art committee should first and foremost try
to get into contact with all those who are busy with something in
the nature of art. · 1t should be a place where young people could
send their minor works for judging and grading, and where they
could get advice and instruction - if not in regard to the execution,
then as regards getting such things made public that have any value
for our people . . . The committee should encourage where it sees
talents, partly by setting tasks to be solved, partly by inducing
competition . ... We have songs without music, and we have music
without songs. We need illustrations in books and magazines for
the young as well as the old . We need some beautiful cards - to
send to friends and kinsmen at holidays and festive occasions instead of ' Valentines! ' .... The committee should try to have as
many as possible submit ideas and drawings for such things, and
then see to it that the best of these be brought into the market."
The final result of these efforts should be a Danish American deluxe
almanac, which would eventually become " a continuous art history for
20th century Danish America." 9 E. F. Madsen certainly never-lacked vision!
Danish Americans apparently lacked a sense of the need for cultivation
of the arts - or else they were just slow starters . Anyway, things did not turn
out the way Madsen had hoped. Kors og Stjcerne (Cross and Star),
periodical of Dansk Folkesamfund's Danish branch, in its February, 1898,
issue summoned an annual meeting. One of the items on the agenda was
Madsen's proposal. 10 The August issue brought a report on the meeting
which had taken place in Omaha, Nebraska, on June 27 . It states that
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"Madsen's thoughts won unanimous approval." 11 After that the proposal
was never heard of again! 12
Perhaps a clue to this can be found in Madsen's letters to J. Christian
Bay during the period . At least it can be seen that Madsen was less than
satisfied with the attitude of the members of Dansk Folkesamfund. First,
apparently elections for the Dansk Folkesamfund board in the fall of 1897
went wrong, from Madsen's point of view, in that Bay was not elected
chairman. Madsen had put great confidence in Bay's ability to carry out
the new ideas. Second, when the pamphlet was published in the fall of
1897, pastor Kristian <1>stergaard had advised that discussion be postponed
until the annual meeting in June of the following year. Before the meeting
Madsen writes to Bay (June 5, 1898):
I am only little interested in the Omaha meeting. Whether Dansk
Folkesamfund considers my proposal or not makes hardly any
difference to me. Work in the said direction will be done
anyway .
If you go to the meeting I also want to ask you to
notice the mood towards my proposal about art. And if you
perceive slackness, criticism or that sort of thing, I would ask you
to rise and on my behalf declare that Dansk Folkesamfund should
certainly not go to any trouble or make any sacrifice at all for the
sake of this cause, for my thoughts about art, and the way we
should welcome and promote it, can very well be carried out
individually. The same work will still be done! Just express my
thanks for all they have done for this cause during the past year.
While my proposal has been lying in the files of Dansk
Folkesamfund, I have personally helped a singer find acceptance
with the Danish people in America . ... As for humiliations and cold
criticism or that sort of thing, I give you full authority on my behalf
to throw it back into the face of each from whom it may come,
without ceremony, and to ask that my proposal be negotiated or to
have it taken off the agenda, just like that, and take it away from
Dansk Folkesamfund at any point you may find it suitable ... . 13
Bay, however, was not present at the meeting, and the proposal
therefore had to fight its own way, which it did very well. As mentioned
above, it won "unanimous approval." But the approval could not have
been too deeply felt, for the Dansk Folkesamfund members let the art
committee pass into oblivion . Indeed, when in 1914 Lorentz Henningsen
wrote Dansk Folkesamfund's history, Madsen's pamphlet was not given the
slightest mention, and Henningsen was even a painter himself.14 Altogether
it must be said that the arts, and specifically the visual arts, are not given
much attention in the written accounts from Danish immigration's big
period before World War I.
When, however, the subject is touched upon it appears that the Danish
Americans, like most other Americans for that matter, had a very
pragmatic attitude towards the whole thing. One peculiar example could
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be seen in the otherwise serious magazine Norden in 1904. The February
issue carried a one-page ad, offering a deal between Norden and the
Danish congregations. Times are bad, the ad says, and no one can afford to
buy art. Norden, on the other hand, needs subscribers. If the congregations
secure subscribers for Norden, the magazine will reward with
reproductions of well known art pieces. Thorvaldsen's " Christ" can be had
for 75 subscriptions, but then it only measures two feet. If the largest
reproduction is desired (five feet six inches) 225 subscriptions must be
procured . In the same way it is possible to get painted altar pieces, namely
a copy of A. H . Andersen's " The Women at the Grave on Easter Morning,"
or a font, Thorvaldsen 's " The Baptismal Angel. " 15
This would seem to be a typical example of American enterprise, and
the academics of the colony did not I ike it. Benedict Nordentoft, a
theological candidate from the University of Copenhagen , who at that time
was president of Grand View College, had an angry comment printed in
Kirkelig Samler. Nordentoft finds the ad in bad taste and asks the editor of
Norden (Ivar Kirkegaard) not to mingle religious and wordly matters. He
also rejects the editor's assertion that the reason that beautiful altar pieces
are missing in churches is not for want of sense of beauty, but solely
because of lack of financial means. Nordentoft on the contrary states :
No, Mr. Editor, the reason usually lies not at all in that decoration is
too expensive, it ·lies much more frequently in a "failing sense of
beauty and apathetic indifference." The poorest parishes often
have the most cozy and most beautifully decorated churches, and I
know of no parish which could not afford to decorate its house of
God without resorting to the help of advertising, if only always
there was in all members of the congregation a burning love for
16
the cause of the Lord .
Whether or not this ad , or reactions to it, had any effect is hard to tell, but
it is a fact that many Danish American churches owned copies of some
kind of Thorvaldsen's " Christ" (made originally for Vor Frue Kirke in
Copenhagen, 1821) or some other well known Danish work of art. For
instance, one of the most diligent fabricators of altar pieces, Jes W . Smidt
of West Denmark, Wisconsin, copied Niels Skovgaard's " The Good
Shepherd" and Joakim Skovgaard's "The Samaritan Woman, " and he made
two versions of A. L. J. Dorph's " Martha and Marie" (or " One Thing Is
Needful " ). This subject was one of the most popular, .and countless
oleographed copies were to be found in Danish American homes.
Evidently what counted most was the subject and not so much the way it
was depicted.
Thorvald Helveg, another academic, once himself a prominent pastor
in Danish America, 17 pondered on this state of things in an article in Kors
og Stja:!rne in 1908. He is concerned about the qua! ity of art in the
churches :
But is it art they get? True art? I do not ask whether it looks nice,
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whether people think it is pretty, real nice, but whether it is true art.
For it is true art they should have. It elevates and
stimulates . . The idea that when I like something which offers
itself as art, then it does not matter whether it is true art or not,
seems to me utterly reprehensible . For the main thing is not
whether I like it, but whether the work of art develops and elevates
me. Therefore the artistic side of the matter concerning a church
decoration is not at all overcome when the person who paid for it
thinks it is beautiful and nice, etc. Getting a reproduction of
Thorvaldsen's "Christ" will not do it. Then you think that everything
is safe, and that you have arrived on the right side in the field of art.
No, the name Thorvaldsen alone does not solve the matter. For
there are downright monstrosities in reproductions of Thorvaldsen,
and to deal with them would simply be a corruption of taste. And
altar pieces! For a pastor it may well be a veritable torture to look
at that sort of thing. I remember a place I served where they had an
altar piece depicting Christ on his last night in the circle of the
disciples. It was hard to look at during services, beacuse it seemed
comical, if anything. In this case I was able to see it, but there were
many of the church goers who found it highly pleasant .
Helveg wonders how the situation can be bettered and needs be met.
Photography is not yet reliable as a reproduction method he says, but there
might be other ways, although they are only for the wealthy .
. . . if one of our artists were engaged to come over and paint an
altar piece. Or if some parishes would get together to support an
artist for the necessary period of time. 18
Both would be difficult to bring about, not least because of immigration
regulations, so Helveg puts the question to debate.
Strangely enough it does not at any moment seem to cross Helveg's
mid that there might already be Danish artists living in America who might
be more than interested in obtaining such commissions. As a matter of
fact, between 1850 and 1914 at least half a hundred Danish painters and
sculptors emigrated to the United States, and they did not always lead a
rosy life.19 Some of them did have contact with the Danes, but it was
usually only for a short period . The Danish community was not big enough
and not interested enough to support artists . The few who had strong
affiliation with the Danes, like Jes P. Smidt and his teacher Lorentz
Henningsen, had to work with other professions as well - Smidt was a
woodcarver and Henningsen a folk school teacher and pastor.
Thorvald Helveg could not have rejected this group of immigrant
artists on the ground that they were amateurs or bunglers; most had their
credentials. At least half of them had been educated at the royal acajemy
in Copenhagen, and those who had not, did have some other kind of
professional training. They had attended a technical institute or one of the
" free" art schools where " progressive" artists gave lessons. A . H. Andersen,
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whose altar piece was mentioned above, had attended the Art Institute of
Chicago and he was well known to Kors og Stj~rne readers. For instance in
1905, when Andersen visited Denmark, the magazine carried an ad for him.
The Danish painter and sculptor A. H. Andersen of Greenville,
Michigan has returned to Denmark to lecture on and show
excellent slides from America. He comes with high praise and many
greetings from the ombudsmen of our Danish church and
folkschool people over there. Contact him at Lillehedinge by
Storehedinge. 20
It is therefore even more surprising that Helveg does not see more
solutions to his problem. Apparently he had yielded to the persistent
prejudice that European artists were much better that American ones (be
they native or immigrants), and since Americans themselves tended to
agree, it was a difficult prejudice to overcome. Right up to World War 11
American artists came to Europe for their education. Danish artists, if they
were considered talented, received scholarship or grants to go to Rome,
Paris or Munich. There were no scholarships to go to New York! If artists
went there anyway, it must have been for sheer lack of possibilities at
home. It would be easy to draw the conclusion that it was the less talented
who went west, and this could have been what Helveg and others thought.
But actually even talented artists had a hard time in Denmark, and often
the most talented, the " progressive" ones, did not appeal to fund-raisers so conclusions in this field could easily be premature.
Anyway, the prejudice was common, and when a group of Danes
wanted something special in the nature of art they would sometimes do as
Helveg suggested, turn directly to recognized artists in Denmark . For
instance, the Danes in Danevang, Texas commissioned Troels Trier to
make a copy of Chresten Dalsgaard's painting of Ansgar in Vallekilde
H</>jskole,21 and in 1905 the .Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church ordered
from Niels Skovaard a portrait of F.. Grundtvig to be hung at Grand View
College.22
There were, however, scattered examples that city Danes tried to give
expression to Danish American art, as when the Chicago Danes decided in
1891 to have a statue of Hans Christian Andersen erected in Lincoln Park
(unveiled in 1896), and when the New York Danes in 1911 wanted to
present the Denmark Danes with a statue for their new castle,
Christiansborg. Sculptor )Qhannes Gelert was involved in both projects, but
the latter failed, although the plans were grandiose.
Georg Kirkegaard, an engineer in Brooklyn, New York was the
originator of this project. The old Christiansborg Castle had burned almost
to the ground in 1884, but it was wel I into the 20th century before it was
decided to re-erect the buildings based on drawings by architect Thorvald
J</>rgensen . All Danish cities made a contribution, so why not the Danes
abroad? Johannes Gelert had once made a statue, " Denmark," for the New
York Custom House. A version of this statue, also called " The Viking
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Mother," was to be donated. Kirkegaard started a subscription to finance
the project - the goal was $8000. Each subscriber would receive a
Danmarks-medalje (Denmark Medal), also modeled by Gelert, and
Kirkegaard began publication of a nice little magazine called Danmarks
Statue-Tidende (The Denmark Statue Times). The magazine was published
monthly, beginning August, 1911. In 1912 there were issues in January,
February, March and May. Then there was a break until November, after
which publication ceased. 23 As it turned out, Kirkegaard had a rival. This
was Karl Mathiasen of New Jersey Terracotta in Perth Amboy, New Jersey.
He had close ties to the paper Nordlyset and through its pages initiated a
subscription for a statue of Christian IX, also to be placed at Christiansborg.
This project, which had been launched already in 1905, actually
succeeded, although the original plans had to be readjusted several times.
The result was a bust made by a second generation Danish American,
Gutzon Borglum (the man who carved the four presidential heads into
Mount Rushmore), which is now located in the castle's audience room .24
Johannes Gelert was one of the less fortunate artists. He had
experienced success, but in his later years commissions declined. In 1923
when he died in the Home for the Incurable in Brooklyn and was buried at
a cemetery for the unknown, it was suddenly time for searching of the
hearts in the Danish colony. Marie S¢ndergaard of Perth Amboy, New
Jersey wrote in Nordlyset:
No Danish Americans should be permitted to consider themselves
blameless. Those who belonged to the narrow circle of former
friends, and those who personally knew Gelert and understood the
value of the artist's works by no means bear the whole blame. It
should not be forgotten that Gelert, who was Danish through and
through, belonged to the Danish American population . Whatever
beautiful and great he has accomplished belongs to all of us.2~
The Danes then decided to have Gelert's remains moved and given a
proper burial.
Leaving out A . H. Andersen's " Elverh¢j" colony which was established
around 1910, 26 there seems to have been no successful attempt among the
Danes before World War I to nurture a specific Danish American
expression in the visual arts. The attempts by big city Danes, as mentioned
above, were scattered and isolated . They took place over a relatively short
period of time, around the turn of the century, and they lacked popular
support. They did not form the beginning of a tradition for a lasting
collaboration between the Danish colony and the Danish immigrant artists.
E. F. Madsen in his pamphlet had given expression to the thought that
Danish American culture was unique:
We have as a people our own characteristic development here on
American soil. We will therefore have our own history. Our spiritual
development is different from that of all the other peoples and
nations around us; yes, it is even a little different from the mother
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nation's spiritual development. 27
The artists shared the immigrant experience with the other Danes, and it
therefore would seem obvious that they would be the perfect observers
and recorders of immigrant life.
There were of course numerous reasons why things did not turn out
that way. We have seen that Dansk Folkesamfund's cultural work suffered
from political conflicts. Also Danes lived too scattered to form a truly
stable basis for support of the arts, and perhaps most important, most
immigrants came from sections of the Danish population where there was
no tradition for contact with the arts. When they arrived in America they
met a nation based on "the work ethic," and if they wanted to keep up they
had to work hard themselves. When they finally passed the " days of
pioneering" they kept the pragmatic attitude toward art so characteristic
of layman; they wanted art to " resemble." If only this requirement was
met, not much else mattered. This attitude which favoured cheap copies
so much did not put many artists to work.
Consequently Danish artists in America had to turn elsewhere. There
was a big market for portraiture, sepulchral monuments and architectural
decorations in this thriving period of American history. So if artists
specalized in these branches they had a fair chance of getting by.
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Overgaard, Arizona - How Come?
By Ole Overgaard

-

Have you ever heard about a little town
in Arizona by the name of Overgaard? Probably not. I hadn't , until I suddenly saw the
name on a map. I, a Danish journalist from
the city of Aalborg, and family were planning
a trip to the USA, and we decided to find out
how our family name got to Arizona. After
seeing the beautiful Grand Canyon, we went
along Highway 40 to the city of Holbrook.
From there it is only 50 miles to Overgaard . It
is a very small town , but with a lot of vacation homes in the big woods which surround
the town .
Besides some few houses, the town has
only a general store, a restaurant and a post
office . The postmaster and other people
could only tell us that their town was named
by a man called Chri s Overgaard. He founded the town in 1938, when he and some other
people started a sawmill on the site. The postmaster had heard that Chris
Overgaard came from Germany or Scandinavia.
Back in Denmark I wrote in my paper, Aalborg Stiftstidende, about the
small town in Arizona with a Danish name. Shortly after the story appeared
the telephone rang - again and again . A lot of people from the area
around the town of Hadsund in Northern Jutland, only 40 miles south of
Aalborg, wanted to tell me that they had known Chris Overgaard or had
heard about him.
His real name was Kresten Overgaard, but he had Americanized his
first name when he emigrated from Denmark with his wife, Jensine. It was
about the turn of the century . Before that he had gone bankrupt with his
sawmill and clog factory in the village of Solbjerg near Hadsund, not far
from his native village, Veddum. This I learned from Chris Overgaard's
nephew, Paul Dehn, now 56, who lives in Norup close to Hadsund . Chris
Overgaard settled in South Dakota, and in the bigs woods there was a lot
to do for a Danish " timberman ". He got his own sawmill and had many
Danish workers, Dagney Christensen, now 76, remembers. She now lives in
Hadsund, but in her younger days, she visited the Overgaard family in the
USA. In the twenties six young men from Chris Overgaard's native village
of Veddum went to the USA to work in his sawmill. One of them was Niels
Rasmussen, now 71 , who stayed in the USA for 47 years. When he retired in
1974, he returned to Denmark and now lives at Veddum.
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" I went to the USA in 1927," Niels Ramussen says. " As most of the
young Veddum boys who went to Chris Overgaard's sawmill, I planned to
stay in the USA for only a couple of years, earn about 10,000 Danish kroner
and then come home again . But I liked it and stayed for 47 years.
" When I arrived, Chris had a big sawmill close to Keystone in South
Dakota. We were 30 in the woods and at the sawmill. I remember that Chris
got a contract to deliver one million railroad ties a year, but then the
depression came in 1929 and 1930. The railroad company broke the contract and Chris got a new Cadillac as a solatium. I stayed with him for four
years. Afterwards I had various jobs, until I went back to Denmark. Most of
the time I lived in Los Angeles. I know that Chris lost all his money in South
Dakota, when he tried to find oil. Later he went to Arizona, where he
started and supervised a big sawmill for a company. I did not know that the
place bore his name until I read it in the paper. "
" His sawmill and camp was called Overgaard's Camp, and since then it
must have become the town of Overgaard," says Niels Rasmussen . He
knows that Chris went to Ohio when he retired , and there he died about
1960- more than 80 years old . He never saw his native land again .

Pictures are of Kresten and Jensine Overgaard and their sawmill operation in South Dakota.

Ole Overgaard is a Danish journalist with the newspaper Aalborg Stlftstldende in Aalborg.

Den mark .
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Ashtray

OLD WOMAN

By Marianne Larsen

By Marianne Larsen

see an overflowing ashtray
see al I the dead cigarettes
death is not beautiful
no matter how-small it is
see a book that's been torn to pieces
see the crumpled declarations of trust
confidence torn to bits is not beautiful
under any circumstances
see the frightened one
it's she who has done it
filled the ashtray and ruined the book
fear is not beautiful
Translated from Danish
by Nadia Christensen

she went
to a large building
with a small room
among a mass of people
with ordinary human memories
she went
into the room
that kind folk via long-term mortgages
and manila envelopes
had helped her enter
life with the necessities
the contract said
desk and bed and table
and easychair
and a littl e air between the walls
she breathed in and out
when she felt like it
no one came
and she decided to
lie down to die and die and die
till there was nothing left
but a I ittle air between the walls
Translated from Danish
by Nadia Christensen

© Copyright Nadia Christensen

Nadia Christensen is the editor of the Scandinavian Review . She is currently working on a book of Marianne
Larsen 's poems which will be published by the Curbstone Press in 1982.

Marianne Larsen is a modern Danish poet, born in 1951 , and has already published 17 books of poetry . She
has won numerous literary grants and prizes - most recently, the Johannes Evafd Prize in May , 1981 .
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Book Review
By Egon Bodtker

Mortensen, Enok, A Danish Boyhood, The Danish American Heritage
Society, 1981 , 117 pages. $5.00
This short book tells the reader what life was like for one young man in
a small village in Denmark in the first two decades of this century. As the
author writes in the Foreword: " it is a collection of reminiscences, a mosaic
of people and places seen from a long distance, both geographically and
chronologically." This sensitive sketch of a childhood and adolescence in
the first two decades of the twentieth century will make all readers aware
of the monumental changes in the world from then until now. While many
of the individual behaviors can be related to what happens to most of us as
children and adolescents, the social and institutional conditions in which
they appear have altered drastically.
Enok Mortensen describes his home village and some of its people,
their entertainments, exciting times, and institutions. He describes his
father, mother, family, and acquaintances. He recounts special events
from his youth; among them an exciting school trip to Copenhagen,
Christmas Eve, the railroad station , the day King Christian X came to town .
His accounts of various jobs which he held as a young boy and as an
apprentice are particularly interesting. Included are the conflicts which a
young person feels about early love, stealing, socially unacceptable
people, lust for adventure versus fears of the unknown, and much else.
· Throughout the book is the author's awareness - or is it a young boy's
desire for adventure - that he would go to Ameria. His father had been in
the United States for three years as a young man. An older brother had
emigrated prior to World War I. The war, economic conditions, and an
unspecified collection of hopes and expectations led to the entire family father, mother, Enok, and five brothers and sisters - emigrating to America
in 1919.
Since that time Enok Mortensen has been actively involved with
studying and writing about Danish-Americans. He was knighted by the King
of Denmark for his contribution and has been referred to as " the most
eminent authority now living in the field of Danish-American history." This
book, while not specifically Danish-American history, may make a
significant contribution if it reminds other emigrants to record for the rest
of us (and future historians) their lives prior to leaving Denmark.

Egon Bodtker is Director of Public Seruices. Chemeketa Community College. Salem. Oregon.
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Book Reviews
By Mette Shayne

Index Nordicus. A cumulative index to English-language periodicals on
Scandinavian Studies. Prepared under the auspices of the American
Scandinavian Foundation. Boston, G. K. Hall, 1980. 601 pages.

Index Nordicus is a valuable source for the American student of
Scandinavian history and culture. The periodicals indexed are the six major
English language journals on Scandinavia, covering the following years:
Cooperation and Conflict, 1967-1976
Scandinavian Review, 1913-1976
Scandinavian Studies, 1911-1976
Scandinavica, 1966-1976
Scandinavian Economic History Review, 1953-1976
Scandinavian Political Studies, 1966-1976
2500 subject headings have been used, indexing approximately 4800
articles and 3500 book reviews, totaling almost 23000 entries. Access is by
author, joint author and subject, each article guides the reader to journal,
volume, issue, page number, month and year of publication . There are
cross references and references to related subjects. The format of the index
is chosen to help the researcher who does not speak all or any
Scandinavian languages, and thus </, would be found under o, aa under a.
One cari find original Scandinavian I iterature in English translation, with
the name of the translator as well as names of reviewers of books.
Key personalities within the arts, politics and professions have been
given a subject heading for the profession or position with a country
designation, e.g.
Musicians
(see also composers)
Musicians Danish
Musicians Danish-American
Musicians Finnish, etc.
The format is a computer printout in 2 columns. The compiler is Janet
C. Kwamine, a professional bibliographer. The publication has had support
from the Nordic Cultural Fund and the American Scandinavian
Foundation . The publication will be a useful tool for the American student
of Scandinavia, and it is to be hoped that it will be kept up and
supplemented.
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Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups. Ed. by Stephen
Thernstrom. Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1980.
Ethnic studies are injected with prestige through this new publication
from Harvard University Press. This impressive volume, ed . by a Swede,
covers 106 ethnic groups in this country. Researchers have cooperated, and
the size of individual studies corresponds to the size and importance of
this group in the U.S. Ethnicity can be determined by nationality or
religion . The volume also contains thematic essays on assimilation , and
other subjects.
The essay on the Danes is written by Dorothy Burton Skaudal of the
American Institute of the University of Oslo with the Danish specialist on
immigration Kristian Hvidt as consultant. The essay is 9 pages long and
includes a short bibliography. 326,000 Danish citizens and their children
are estimated to have immigrated as opposed to 806,000 Swedes and
615,000 Norwegians. Danes acclimatized easily and assimilated faster than
most groups. The essay, as is the case with this reference tool in general , is
written in a readable and easily accessible style.
It deals with the history of immigration from the earliest times.
Originally mostly single men would immigrate, they would marry
American women, and the assimilation rate was very high. The major thrust
of immigration was during the second part of the 19th century, mostly due
to religious controversies in Denmark. A large proportion of the immigrants
were Mormans. They settled in Utah, and from 1860 to 1930 Danes
constituted the second largest ethnic group in Utah. The essay deals with
s;cial composition of the · immigrants, their settlement patterns, their
ethnic organizations, their newspapers and other writings. It ends with the
comment that there is an upsurge in interest in heritage in the 70's which
certainly the Danish-American Heritage Society bears witness to.

Mette Shayne was born in Copenhagen, Denmark . She is a librarian at Northwestern University Library in
Evanston , Illinois.
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Book Review
By Marion Marzolf
Vi tredie-klasses udvandrere . .. Hans Jensens rejse til Amerika 1889, by
Holger Munchaus Peterson. (We Third-Class Emigrants ... Hans Jensen's
Trip to America in 1889.) Esbjerg: Fiskeri -og S¢fartsmuseet
Saltvandsakvariet, 1978. 63 pages, illustrated. price: ?
This fine little book describing a typical emigrant journey from
Copenhagen to Chicago in 1889 has recently come to our attention . The
book, published in Esbjerg, Denmark, presents a lively and engaging
account of a young Danish carpenter's travel to the new world . It is
handsomely illustrated with sketches and photographs of people and
places like the ones described by the traveler.
Danish-American literature is much in need of this kind of first-person
description of the experience of migration. This work makes an important
contribution to the growing collection of Scandinavian immigrant studies,
and will be of interest to the general reader as well as the scholar.
Letters and diaries from Danish-American emigrants are scattered
through library and archival collections in the U.S.A. and in Denmark . They
are often fragmentary accounts; sometimes long runs of letters from one
family are found. What makes this particular account so interesting is its
completeness. The emigrant, a member of K¢benhavns H¢jskoleforening,
made a special effort in his 52 pages of handwriting to share the entire
journey with the close circle of friends he had left behind in Denmark.
We share his amusements on deck: sunning, watching the boxing,
dancing and antics of the Irish and Swedish immigrants. We sense his
excitement at the first view of the Statue of Liberty and the hurly-burly of
New York City. We are touched by the mixture of adventure and nostalgia
as the last sight of Skagen fades from view. We have a flash of Danish
humor in his description of the informal singing contest between the
religious group in one corner of the below-decks room and the spirited
Swedish men fueled by alcohol. We share his discomfort when seasickness
and storms keep the passengers penned in their 32-man cabin and his
disgust as people dig into the rather good food with fingers and fists,
having failed to bring their own plates and eating utensils along. We
endure the tedium of health inspections while the ship rests in New York
harbor, 28 hours of red-tape at the Castle Garden immigration, and 34
hours on a train that stops all too often to discharge other weary and
baggage-laden immigrants before it slowly and laboriously pulls into the
station in Chicago.
When we leave Hans Jensen as he pays his 5 kroner to the old wagon
driver who has transported him through the bustling midwestern city to
his destination, we, too, are filled with the trepidation of Hans Christian
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Andersen's " a stranger in a strange land" and wonder what he will make of
himself. We are not to know, however, because the trail goes cold very
soon. A letter, later in the year, describing busy "greenhorn" days and
participation in a Chicago H</>jskoleforening founded just that year,
suggests that Jensen has landed on his feet.
The author and preserver of these letters, Holger Munchaus Petersen,
has done a careful job of detective work in documenting the sparse facts
of Jensen's early life. He was born and lived in Sor</> amt, became a
carpenter, worked in Copenhagen and participated in the folkschool circle
where young rural folks met to hear lectures and discuss literature and
politics. Jensen wrote once again in 1908, explaining that times had been
bad in Denmark when he left, but that " now times are good in Denmark
and he would gladly live there but it was too late . . . " Jensen was dead by
the time of the folkschool 's 1928 jubilee.
Jensen's letters had been kept by an old school comrade who died in
1943. Then the letters reached Petersen, who with the support of Fiskeri-og
S</>fartsmuseet, Saltvandsakvariet in Esbjerg, researched them and
prepared them for publication. Petersen has corrected spelling errors and
used contemporary Danish in this book, but has placed the originals in
Fiskeri-og S</>fartsmuseet in Esbjerg for the convenience of linguists or
social historians who will take special interest in the manner of expression and mixing in of Americanisms. Petersen has provided a useful
introduction and background to the period in Denmark and Chicago,
which enhances the story. His contribution to Danish-American history will
certainly be appreciated by readers of The Bridge and others.
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Book Review
By Inga Wiehl

Thorkild Hansen: The Way To Hudson Bay. Translated by James Mcfarlane
and John Lynch . Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.; 348 pages. $7.95.
The Way To Hudson Bay is a fascinating book. Once started, it is hard
to put down. Once read, it lingers in the mind of the reader as a testament
of man's potential for greatness.
The discrepancy between the ostensibly insignificant sum of Jens
Munk's achievements, "a footnote in the book of history, . . an
unremarkable street trodden by an incurious public. A remote and
uninhabited island in the Arctic seas," and the author-chronicler's stubborn
insistence that Chance is not "the absolute principle in human destiny"
lends the book a special poignancy which convinces and illuminates.
Though singular and isolated in time and space, Mun k's feats superimpose
a pattern of greatness, genius even, on a life wrecked by inherited guilt and
self incurred envy. The parts are greater than the whole.
Fate dealt Jens Munk two mighty enemies: the Danish nobility and the
Arctic ice. He ultimately conquered neither, which left him a broken man;
yet the struggle lent him the calm dignity which was so incomprehensible
to his King, Christian the Fourth of Denmark, whose life forms a
counterpart to Munk's. It is a dignity born of the occasions when Chance
allowed him to show his genius as a captain of ships and a ruler of men.
As indicated by the subtitle " The Life And Times of Jens Munk," The
Way To Hudson Bay chronicles the life of Jens Munk seen in relationship
to his time. This historical view allows a detailed investigation of Munk's
troubled relationship with the Danish nobles, which time and again
resulted in his being prevented from realizing his full potential and
reaching his goals.
Born in 1579, the illegitimate son of a nobleman, he had all the dreams
and aspirations of his class; yet his illegitimacy was to forever bar him from
those tasks and positions which depended on rank rather than heart or
capability, just as the law of the land prevented the inheritance of his
father' s title and property. That in itself did not appear an insurmountable
obstacle. Jens Munk's father, Erik Munk, had found himself in the same
position, as his own father, Jens Munk's grandfather, and scorned
convention and married the bondwoman he loved. Initially deprived of his
noble inheritance, Erik Munk had remedied the situation by making
himself indispensible to Frederick the Second, King of Norway and
Denmark. So successful were his endeavors, that not only fiefs and
property became his rewards but the much coveted patent of nobility as
well. Ruthlessness and cruelty drove him to his goal and to a great extent
accounted for his success. The same qualities earned him the undying
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hatred of nobles and peasants alike and ultimately led him to Dragsholm
prison, where he committed suicide in 1594.
The hatred incurred by the father became the heritage of his son . It
influenced his life from the very beginning. As his mother could not afford
an education for him and his brother Niels, Jens was sent to Aalborg where
he grew up in the home of his uncle, the burgomaster. Here he acquired
manners and deportment but no position or profession . Those he had to
seek for himself, and he seized the first opportunity offered for life on the
sea when he signed on with a convoy bound for America. His life on board
ships had begun. " The lord's son had become a ship's boy."
From the New World the road led to Portugal, to Brazil and back to
Denmark in the Fall of 1598. Here he is greeted with the news of his father's
death and paid his material inheritance: a silver tankard and some
discarded clothing. Yet far from being a mark of fate, his poverty becomes
a challenge. As he had done in Oporto, he seeks out the most powerful
nobleman in the Kingdom and offers his services. He is well travelled,
speaks fluent Portugese, has a knowledge of Spanish and Dutch, knows
about shipping and charging. Clearly, he is a man to command others, to
" control ships and destinies." But Erik Munk's name cast a long shadow.
His son is offered only a position as a ship's writer, a menial clerk . He
accepts the job and travels to Spain, to Narva, to Danzig. By 1605 he has
saved enough money to become his own master, an independent
merchant.
He buys shares in one of B</lrge Trolle's ships and later acquires his own
vessel, which affords him an opportunity to enter into partnership with Jens
Hvid and compete for the growing market of whaling in the North Sea. It
appears he has made peace with his father's enemies. But he has not
become one of their kind . He does not have their credit and privileges .
When the other of his double foes, the Arctic ice, forces him to abandon
ship on his first trip to the Barents Sea, he returns to Copenhagen bankrupt.
Ten years of effort wasted .
Even so his desire for success remains unabated . Only this time he goes
to the King himself. The King has heard of Jens Munk, who after
abandoning ship had stood at the helm of a rowboat for 223 kilometers
over open sea with fog and drift ice and saved his crew. Here was the
skipper he needed to fullfill his dream of discovering the Northwest
passage to the Orient. Grateful for what he saw as his last chance to fulfill
his own ambition, Jens Munk sets off. Again he is defeated by the ice.
Instead of whales and the sea passage to China, he returns to Copenhagen
with a cargo of stockfish.
Again adversity spurs him on. His desire for the patent of nob ii ity
remains undiminished. He remains in the King's service, and as J</Jrgen
Daa's lieutenant - he has learned by now that the more skilled, the more
experienced man is ever second to the nobleman - he distinguishes himself
in the King's war against Sweden. Yet of all the naval captains he alone is
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not rewarded at the successful outcome. No fiefs, no promotions, no
patent of nobility. His last chance, and Christian the Fourth had not
responded .
As a husband and father of three sons, he cannot afford to leave his
employ as a sea captain . Constantly at the disposal of the nobility, he
carries out a number of modest assignments, till once again, after a
successful pirate hunt which brought the King both fame and wealth, Jens
Munk is given what apears to be the chance of a lifetime: he is ordered, on
February 20, 1618, to " prepare and command" the King's ships for his East
India Expedition. Again he is dealt a blow. On October 24, the nobleman
Ove Giedde receives orders to proceed to the East Indies. Again the
experienced man conceded to inexperience and rank. Again the ice
conquers his private enterprise by advancing so far and fast in the Northern
waters as to prevent whaling. Again Jens Munk is bankrupt. Still he does
not give up. He persuades the King to finance his plan to find the
Northwest Passage, and privately he enters a race to the Orient with
Giedde. He has two ships to Giedde's five and 61 men to Giedde's several
hundred. When he leaves, he is seven months behind his rival , but he
knows that his is the shorter route.
Jens Munk loses the race. He is forced to winter in Hudson Bay which
costs him one ship and 59 men.
The purpose of this trip, which forms the high point of the book, is " to
seek out the Hudson Strait at latitude 62 ½ degrees north, sail through it,
and head southwest to Hudson Bay until he reached the coast to the west
and could begin his search for the Anian Strait." Three months after their
departure on Whitsunday of 1619, he pronounces their doom: " We shall
attempt to winter here." The narrator gives a thorough description of their
stay, partly in his own words, partly in those of Jens Munk's well kept
logbook which is quoted in full from January 1 to June 4, 1620, the day he
writes his farewell to the world . There are only three men left. The rest
have died from sickness and exposure. They had done tolerably well both
physically and spiritually for the first three months. The moving description
of their Christmas celebration - clean middy blouses, haircuts, fresh grouse,
wine and strong ale - conveys a feeling of fellowship among the men and
affection on the part of the captain for his crew which is in direct contrast
to the unyielding cold of the Arctic surroundings.
When the summer of 1620 arrives, only the captain and two of his crew
are left to attempt the difficult journey back. Wrecked by illness and
fatigue, teeth and nails long lost to scurvy, they sail their sloop, the
Lamprey, through ice, storm and hurricane and reach Bergen in September.
It is an astonishing feat. After that, misfortune follows misfortune. Munk is
imprisoned in Bergen as a last result of a nobleman's vengeance . The King
is furious at the loss of his ship and his sailors and orders Munk to go back.
His wife had given up waiting for his return and taken in another man.
" From that point in time his career declined sharply and in 1626 he stood
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with his back to the wall ," writes the chronicler. Munk did not have long to
endure. He died in 1628.
Some might think The Way To Huds(;m Bay a depressing book. I do not.
Munk's flashes of brillance and magnificent skill in the art of navigation as
well as his unflagging concern for the spirit and body of the men under his
command make a most convincing argument for the old Roman dictum,
navigare necesse est; vivere non necesse est. Navigation is necessary; living
is not.
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The DANISH AMERICAN HERITAGE SOCIETY
established in 1977 in order to accomplish the following:

was

Preserve and promote interest in Danish American traditions.
Collect, evaluate, preserve, and display records (books, pictures,
letters) as well as other artifacts pertaining to the life and culture of
Danish Americans.
Encourage Danish American expression in the arts, humanities,
and social sciences.
Promote research into the life and culture of Danish Americans
and serve as an agency through which resulting studies might be
shared and published.
Seek public and private grants or funds to further projects and
programs sponsored by the Society.
Keep members aware of events and thoughts from contemporary
Denmark.
Provide a means of communication and education for members
through a quarterly publication.
Serve as a clearinghouse and provide information on all phases of
Danish American life.
Organize local or regional chapters to encourage fellowship and to
share ideas.
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